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Social Stratification in Science:

What It Means at the Micro-Level of Individual Academics

The massification of higher education means the massification of the academic profession, resulting in ongoing global struggles on the part of academics to maintain their traditionally stable (upper) middle-class social and economic status. Globally, huge numbers of students are accompanied by huge numbers of academics. As massification progresses, stratification follows. 
Research—and even more so, publicly funded research—cannot be conducted across whole national systems, in all of their segments, and with equal intensity. Vertical differentiation, which expects different contributions to knowledge from academics representing diverse segments of the system, may be the only way to protect the academic profession from widespread dissatisfaction.
This speech explores various manifestations of stratification in the academic profession across Europe and seeks to understand the extent to which ongoing governance and funding changes are consequential with respect to the work and life of academics. 

The general assumption of this speech is that the changes directly affecting the life and work of academics will intensify, thereby undermining most principles of traditional academic visions and ideologies or undermining them in most segments of national systems. The drivers of change in higher education across Europe are structurally similar.
Policy implications of growing stratification in science emerge at individual, institutional and systemic levels; and they emerge for individual academic careers, institutional strategies, and national strategies, with competition and vertical differentiation as background concepts. And, above all, with the notion of the attractiveness of the academic profession (and academic workplace).

The current stratification in science is driven by the availability of disaggregated individual and institutional data and their novel national and international usage in academic hiring and promotion, national research funding distribution, and measurement of national competitiveness. This effect extends beyond national and institutional levels to individual disciplines and academics within individual institutions. Coupled with data-based national evaluation systems, bibliometrics-based peer review exerts an influence at all levels. As an important component of prestige maximization, increasing access to research resources informs institutional, departmental, and individual strategies. ‘Winner takes all’ logics predominate, and judgments of excellence extend beyond institutions to individual academics, intensifying their experience of the tensions between teaching and research, economic and social values, and the global scientific (fundamental) and local/regional (applied) goals of research. Big-picture issues of institutional differentiation and mission and the changing character, volume, and structure of national research funding now translate into direct anxieties for individual academics at ‘the eye of the storm.’ 

These issues are routinely analyzed at the macro- and meso-levels of university organization. However, the present speech demonstrates that they have far-reaching implications for the academic profession as a whole and can be analyzed using micro-level data. 

The three types of stratification discussed in this speech will refer predominantly to research: the inequality in its production, its links to high academic incomes and its relationships with international collaboration. Research is the core issue in academic careers from the perspective of social stratification in academic science.

The notion of social stratification in science refers directly to academics and their work and lives. It is internal rather than external to the academic profession. The issues of persistent inequality in research achievements and in academic knowledge production, the systematic inequality in academic incomes and their (disappearing) link to research productivity and the increasing correlation between internationalization in research and productivity (together with the increasing role of international publications in national reward systems, including access to competitive research funding), go to the very heart of the academic profession.  And the above dimensions can be rigorously measured and compared cross-nationally with a unique data set.
Key concepts addressed in this speech include therefore social stratification in science, academic career structures, award and recognition systems, patterns of academic behavior and attitudes, and research productivity. Specifically, there are three variations on the theme of social stratification: academic performance stratification, academic salary stratification and international research stratification. Each of these refers to prototypical figures in higher education research: academic top performers, academic top earners, and internationalists and locals. These categories are the major dividing lines used here to analyze the quantitative material from 17,211 survey respondents across 11 European countries accompanied by a qualitative material of 500 semi-structured interviews conducted across 7 European countries.
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