
PHYSICS COMMUNITY

APS-AIP SURVEY OF FACULTIES FINDS
SHORTAGES IN TWO PHYSICS SUBFIELDS

A new survey of physics department
chairs, the second such survey since
1986, has found a persistent scarcity
of qualified experimentalists for fac-
ulty positions in condensed matter
and in atomic, molecular and optical
physics.

The survey was carried out by a
work force of The American Physical
Society's Committee on Opportunities
in cooperation with the education and
employment statistics division of the
American Institute of Physics. It is a
followup to a similar survey of depart-
ment chairs done in 1986 by an ad hoc
committee of the APS Panel on Public
Affairs. That survey, which elicited a
high response rate of 76%, uncovered
a "pronounced shortage of suitable
candidates for academic employment
in the areas of condensed matter
experimental physics as well as atom-
ic, molecular and optical physics."
Anecdotal information assembled by
the 1986 committee suggested "that
the universities have difficulty com-
peting with industry for high-quality
candidates."

The 1986 survey was addressed to
the chairs of some 170 PhD-granting
departments. The new survey was
extended to include, in addition to all
175 PhD-granting institutions, 80 de-
partments at undergraduate institu-
tions. These were selected because
they appear in Oberlin College's "list
of 50 research-intensive liberal arts
colleges" or because they grant un-
usually large numbers of bachelor's
degrees in physics. The response to
the 1988 survey was even better than
in 1986: 90% of the PhD-granting
institutions and 80% of the under-
graduate institutions replied.

The executive summary of the new
survey highlights the following
points:
t> "While elementary-particle theor-
eticians are regarded as abundant,
condensed matter and atomic, molec-
ular and optical experimentalists are
scarce, and the chairs are seriously
concerned about maintaining quality
programs in these areas."

\> "In each of the major disciplines,
theoreticians are regarded as more
abundant than experimentalists."
t> "BS department chairs are particu-
larly interested in experimentalists
in atomic, molecular and optical and
condensed matter areas. They find
them very scarce and are hard
pressed to compete with other poten-
tial employers."
D> "While funding and equipment are
major concerns in the PhD institu-
tions, the size of the teaching load and
the lack of teaching ability of the
candidates are major problems at the
BS institutions."

The survey also found that "the
demand for nuclear and particle ex-
perimentalists, while relatively small
at the smaller institutions, is signifi-
cantly greater in the large depart-
ments. .. . The interest in astrophysi-
cists in large departments is also
striking."

In contrast to the 1986 survey, the
new survey explicitly asked chairs to
comment on particular factors
thought to account for scarcities in
subfields. At PhD-granting institu-
tions, the two major problems are
seen to be a lack of top-quality appli-
cants and a lack of funds for the
salaries and start-up research needed
to attract the top people. One chair
complained that start-up funding fig-
ures were "rivaling NFL football con-
tracts."

At the undergraduate institutions,

heavy teaching loads and low salaries
were seen as mainly responsible for
scarcities. "There was also a surpris-
ingly large write-in response identify-
ing lack of teaching ability of the
candidates interviewed as a major
impediment to hiring," the report
says.

The survey found that faculty turn-
over, defined as the ratio of openings
to total positions, is about 6% across
the board—independent of the size or
type of institution. But the report
warns that if current demographic
projections are correct, increased re-
tirement of physics faculty will lead
to a turnover significantly exceeding
6% in the 1990s. "A better match
between the physics subfields of grad-
uating PhDs and the needs of univer-
sities and industry will be essen-
tial. . . . It is important that we re-
main conscious of this problem and
track any variations during the next
few years."

The report recommends that the
next survey, in 1990, ask specifically
whether competition with industry is
a major factor inhibiting physics de-
partments from obtaining faculty in
the subfields suffering from scarci-
ties.

A copy of the COP Physics Faculty
Workforce Survey—1988 can be ob-
tained from Amy Halsted, The Ameri-
can Physical Society, 335 East 45
Street, New York NY 10017.

—WILLIAM SWEET

US AND SOVIET ACADEMIES REACH
GLOBAL ECOLOGY AGREEMENT
Responding to fast-mounting concern
about major threats to the world's
environment, the US and Soviet
Academies of Science are establishing
a joint committee on global ecological
concerns. Agreement on a joint pro-
tocol for the committee was reached
in December during a visit to the
United States of a team headed by
Soviet Academy President Guri Mar-

chuk, and the agreement was an-
nounced on 13 December at the US
National Academy's Beckman Center
in Irvine, California.

During a press conference at the
Irvine center, Kiril Kondratiev of the
Soviet Institute of Limnology said
that current trends threaten "noth-
ing less than an ecological catastro-
phe." Kondratiev, an atmospheric
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