
Dual-Career Protocol or No Protocol? 

Universities across the country offer a variety of solutions for dual-career academic 
couple hiring. How do the numbers look?

Historical Results

A 2000 survey of 600 U.S. universities showed that only 20 to 24 percent of U.S. 
universities had some sort of dual-career academic hiring policy in place, while 15 
percent of universities nationally did not support couple hiring.

Our Study

Å All 13 universities in our study engage in couple hiring for recruitment or 
retentionτwith greater or lesser institutional support and success 

Å Five of the universities in our study (four public and one private institution) 
have written policies or principles guiding dual hiring. 

Å The others have no formal policies and rely instead on informal practices 
developed over the years. Two private universities, for example, have no written 
ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜǎ ōǳǘ ŀ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭƛȊŜŘ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ άōǊƻƪŜǊέτa 
distinguished member of the faculty who works universitywide (across all 
ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜǎύ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘŀƭ άŦƛǘέ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊ ŀƴŘ 
simultaneously to find resources to seal a deal in a timely fashion. 
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Benefit of Having a Protocol
Administrators with hiring guidelines in place 
argue that protocols help to: 
1) Clarify for all participantsτadministrators, 

faculty members, Equal Opportunity officers, 
and perhaps potential job candidatesτthe 
processes by which such hires are vetted in a 
timely fashion

2) Facilitate clear communication between key 
players across the university. 
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Protocols Define Processes 

A Focus on Fairness

A number of universities have 
developed dual-career hiring 
guidelines in conjunction with their 
National Science Foundation 
ADVANCE grants. The hope is that 
clear and coherent protocols remove 
the sense of intrigue and favoritism
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that can adhere to partner hiring and bring greater fairness to the process. 
Universities who engage in dual-career academic hiring should treat all requests for 
a partner hire equitably; that is to say, requests for partner hires should trigger 
known and agreed-upon processes that work consistently through­out the 
institution. Survey comments also show a strong preference among faculty for 
transparent and consistent procedures for couple hiring.

Protocols Define Processes

Written protocols do not in themselves determine outcomes. Universities that 
have established dual-hiring protocols state openly (often on their websites) that 
these guidelines do not guarantee employment to any candidate. Department 
chairs, deans, and provosts emphasized that each dual hire is unique and must be 
considered on the merits of each case. Policies define the processes by which

Policies define the processes by 
which partners are considered 
for hire; they do not define 
departmental standards for 
such hires. 

partners are considered for 
hire; they do not define 
departmental standards for 
such hires. Outcomes depend 
on the quality of a particular 
ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎƘƛǇΣ ǘƘŜ 
άŦƛǘέ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜΩǎ 
area of expertise with 
departmental priorities, and 
available funding (see What 
Counts in Hiring Decisions?).
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Key Issues to be Addressed

A number of administrators worry that protocols might shut down the flexibility 
ƻŦǘŜƴ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ άŦƛǘέ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀƴ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΦ hƴŜ 
department chair commented that he might be trying six different solutions for 
one partner hire at any moment. Another university, also without written 
protocols, mixes and matches approaches (sometimes using a universitywide
faculty broker, sometimes following the chain-of-command from department 
chairs to the dean) in efforts to find potential tenure homes for partner 
candidates. Flexibilityτfor both administrators and departmentsτneeds to be 
built into protocols. Written policies themselves, of course, do not solve 
everything. One search committee chair wrote that although his university has the 
ǊƛƎƘǘ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΣ ά¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŀŎƪŜŘ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ŀ όǎŜǊƛƻǳǎύ 
ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǘƻ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘΦέ 

Key Issues That Protocols Should Address

Couple hiring involves several key issues that protocols should address. One of the 
thorniest is departmentalautonomy versus university priorities. Even when 
candidates are excellent, partner hiringτin which open searches are often waived 
and provosts sometimes offer persuasive resourcesτcan be viewed as violating 
the sacrosanct autonomy of departments to mold and shape their profiles through
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selective hiring. Given how much 
one hears about the need of 
departments to determine their 
own intellectual futures, it is 
significant that only 26 percent of 
survey respondents report that 
partner hiring disrupts the 
άƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
department (Figure 23).
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Faculty Perceptions 
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Waiving Open Searches?

With couple hiring on the rise, many 
institutions encourage faculty to think of the 
university not as a set of autonomous 
departments but as an intellectual and 
corporate whole. Interdisciplinarity, for 
example, is fostered by an awareness of what 
departments and colleagues do across the 
university. One vice provost argued that
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academic couple hiring is another instance in which the total package may be 
greater than the sum of its individual parts. Another administrator continued that 
άǿƘŀǘ ƎƻŜǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘΣ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŜƴ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ŀ 
partner hire, faculty need to bear in mind that their department may itself be on 
the requesting end of the partner issue in the near future. Agreed-upon protocols 
do not dictate solutions to departments but may ask them to cooperate in 
new ways.

Another issue protocols need to address concerns waiving open searches in order 
to move forward with a partner hire. Forty-three percent of survey respondents 
worry that couple hiring jeopardizes open competition (Figure 23). In other words, 
faculty are concerned that if a job is not advertised nationally and open to all 
comers, their department may lose the opportunity to make the best possible hire. 
The problem, of course, is that the candidate who emerges as the top pick of 300 
applicants may choose not to take the job if his or her partner is not also 
accommodated. A few universities nationally continue to require an open search 
and encourage a partner to apply. Most universities, however, and certainly those 
in our study request a search waiver for partner hiring, which is typically vetted by 
ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ƻŦ ŀŦŦƛǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴκŜǉǳŀƭ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅΦ Lƴ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎŀǎŜǎΣ 
especially those in which a woman or underrepresented minority is involved as a 
first or second hire, a waiver is granted.

Agreed-upon protocols 
do not dictate solutions 
to departments but may 
ask them to cooperate 
in new ways. 
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Perceptions Influenced by Protocols

hǳǊ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ǊŜǾŜŀƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴƻǎǘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ 
procedures for couple hiring. For example, at 12 institutions, between 65 and 90 
percent ƻŦ ŦŀŎǳƭǘȅ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿέ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΥ 5ƻŜǎ ȅƻǳǊ 
current institution have a written hiring and retention policy in place for dual-
career academic couples? However, the one institution in our study with the 
highest rate of faculty awareness also enjoys the highest rate of perceived 
institutional and departmental support for accommodating academic couples.

We find more generally that schools with written policies have higher rates of 
perceived institutional and departmental support for academic couples than do 
schools without written policies. Thus, awareness and clarity are critical to creating 
a positive climate overall. Increasing faculty awareness can start with deciding 
whether to restructure or develop protocols, a process that will itself foster open 
policy discussions concerning couple hiring. This open dialogue will help to build a 
culture of consensus and make individual cases easier to evaluate (positively or 
negatively) as they arise. 
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