
alary data gathered by the American
Institute of Physics (AIP) show a strong

demand in industry for physicists and relat-
ed scientists, with unemployment at a 10-
year low. Overall, the median salary for

Ph.D.’s in industry is among the highest
reported by respondents in all employment
sectors, and it is 8% higher than that report-
ed in 1996, according to a new AIP report,
1998 Salaries: Society Membership Survey.
Among AIP society members who received
their Ph.D.’s within the last five years, the
median industrial salary of $68,300 was
15% higher than that reported by physicists
in this early career stage in 1996. 

One-quarter of the respondents report
that they are employed in the private sector.
The majority of responding society members
working in industry (67%) have Ph.D.’s; 20%
have master’s degrees; and the remaining
13% are split among bachelor’s, profession-
al, and associate degrees. 

Degree level, number of years of experi-
ence, the economic sectors, and geographic
regions in which respondents work largely
determine individual salaries. The factor
with the most influence on salary is degree
level (Figure 1). Ph.D.’s tend to earn more
than master’s degree recipients, who, as a
group, earn more than bachelor’s level sci-
entists do. The median salaries of Ph.D.’s
working in industry range from $68,300 (0
to 4 years after Ph.D.) to $100,000 (25 or

more years experience). The range between
the high and low salaries of industrial
Ph.D.’s is fairly narrow in the early career
period and then widens dramatically starting
about 15 years after their Ph.D. Within

industry, the median salaries of

master’s and bachelor’s degree
recipients are comparable after
25 or more years of experience.
Ph.D.’s earned a median salary
of $84,000 compared with
$70,000 for master’s level sci-

entists. Although the median salary for
those with a bachelor’s degree is also
$70,000, the high-low salary range over the
careers of those with only an undergraduate

degree is narrower than the range for those
with a master’s degree.

Society members with Ph.D.’s employed
in hospitals or medical services reported the
highest median salary, $87,500, followed

by those in industry. Ph.D.’s employed at
federally funded research and development
centers, which account for 11% of AIP soci-
ety members with doctorates, reported
median pay of $83,200. The median salary
for university faculty members with Ph.D.’s

on 11- or 12-month contracts
was $69,300; those with 9- or
10-month contracts got
$63,000. The lowest median
salary, $49,000, was report-
ed by Ph.D.’s on 9- to 10-
month contracts at four-year
colleges.

Salaries in industry vary
widely by geographic location
(Table 1). Across all geograph-

ic divisions of the United States, Ph.D.’s in
industry earned median salaries in 1998
that were 7 to 22% higher than those report-
ed two years earlier. Industrial Ph.D.’s work-
ing in the New England states earned the
highest median salary ($90,000). Median
salaries in other regions were: Pacific,
$88,000; Middle Atlantic, $86,000; West
South Central, $85,000; East North Central,
$82,000; West North Central, $77,500;

South Atlantic and Moun-
tain, tied at $75,000; and
East South Central ,
$73,000. Although the
East South Central region
(Alabama, Kentucky, Mis-
sissippi, and Tennessee)
had the lowest median
salary, it also posted the
largest positive difference
in the median salary for
Ph.D.’s from 1996—22%. 

Among 15 selected
metropolitan areas, the
highest median salary for
nonacademic Ph.D.’s was
earned by those in New
York ($101,000), followed
by Houston ($95,000),

and Los Angeles, San Diego, and the Mary-
land-Virginia suburban area of Bethesda-
Rockville-Fairfax ($90,000). Baltimore and
Boulder, Colorado, tied for the lowest medi-
an salary ($70,000).
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Pr imary work act ivi t y a lso affects
salaries. For Ph.D.’s who work in industry,
salaries are highest for those whose prima-
ry duties involve administration—an area of
employment into which many Ph.D.’s move
after 10 or more years in the work force
(Figure 2). Those working in management
10 to 14 years after their Ph.D. reported a
median salary of $102,000; for those who
are 25 or more years post-Ph.D., the medi-
an salary was $125,000. There were not
enough cases to calculate reliable median
salaries in administration 0–9 years after
the Ph.D.

Applied research can be split into short-

range and long-range. Short-
range research includes
design, development, engi-
neering, and short-range
applied research. Long-range
research inc ludes basic
research. Among society
members who earned their
Ph.D.’s within the last 10
years, salaries are slightly
higher for those in short-range
research than for those in
long-range research.

Among respondents with
a Ph.D. working in industry, a quarter work
in design, development, and engineering
and another 19% work in short-range
applied research, totaling 44% working in
short-range research. Members in the next
largest block (16%) report that their princi-
pal work activity is administration, followed
by 14% who were found to be engaged in
long-range applied research.

Ph.D.’s employed in industry report work-
ing in a variety of subfields (Table 2). Among
the subfields of physics, optics and con-
densed-matter physics predominate, with
9% and 4% of respondents working in those
areas, respectively. Electrical-electronic

B E H I N D T H E S U R V E Y D A T A

ore than 9,250 individuals provided salary and employment data in response to the
1998 survey of a sample of more than 15,000 U.S.-resident members of the AIP’s 10

member societies. Members who did not respond to the initial questionnaire received a
second, and nonrespondents to that mailing were sent a third questionnaire. The result
was an impressive 62% response rate.

The AIP’s Education and Employment Statistics Division, which has tracked trends in
society-member salaries, employment, and demographics for 20 years, gathered the data.
The survey covered members of the American Physical Society, Optical Society of Ameri -
ca, Acoustical Society of America, The Society of Rheology, American Association of
Physics Teachers, American Crystallographic Association, American Astronomical Soci-
ety, American Association of Physicists in Medicine, American Vacuum Society, and Amer -
ican Geophysical Union. Because the majority of people belonging to AIP member soci -
eties hold doctorates, the report contains more detailed information on Ph.D.’s than on
other degree levels. 

A two-page summary of the report, 1998 Salaries: Society Membership Survey, is avail -
able free at http://www.aip.org/statistics/trends/highlite/salary/salary98.htm. The full
report costs $15 for a single copy and $10 each for multiple copies. To order, call 301-
209-3070; have your credit card information ready (American Express, VISA, or Master -
Card). Or mail a check (payable to American Institute of Physics) to American Institute of
Physics, Education and Employment Statistics Division, One Physics Ellipse, College Park,
MD 20740-3843, Attention: Amanda Benedict.
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Figure 3. Percentages of respondents working in industry

who changed employers within 5 years, by number of

years since Ph.D., 1998.



(10%), software
(4%), and systems
(4%) engineering
are the predomi-
nant engineering
subfields. About
5% of Ph.D. recipi-
ents who work in industry indicate that their
principal work is business management. 

Industrial Ph.D.’s report different patterns
of job changes depending on the stage of
their careers (Figure 3). Fully half (50%) of
society members working in industry who are
in their early careers (less than 10 years
since their Ph.D.) changed employers at
least once in the last five years. Industrial
Ph.D.’s in midcareer (10 to 19 years post-
Ph.D.) were somewhat less likely to have

changed employers in the past five years
(43%), and only 29% of those in the later
stages of their careers (20 or more years
since Ph.D.) changed employers during that
p e r i o d .

Ph.D.’s who change industrial employers
are more likely to be attracted by a new
position than pushed out of their old one.
Most respondents who changed employers
within the last five years reported that their
decision was based on the positive attribut-
es of the new job, such as greater profes-

sional challenge. Opportunity motivated
them and not concerns about negative fea-
tures of their old job, such as limited
chances for advancement or fears about
their employer’s financial outlook.

Among Ph.D.’s in industry, the proportion
of women has increased since 1996, from
7% to 9%, but it is still low. According to the
AIP survey findings, the median salaries of
female Ph.D.’s employed full-time in indus-
try continue to lag behind those of their
male colleagues by 9% during early career
and 5% during midcareer. But across all
other employment sectors studied, women
who earned their Ph.D.’s within the last 10
years reported average salaries comparable
to those of men with similar experience,
after median age differences are taken into
consideration.

Overall, the rate of part-time employment
in industry for 1998 is slightly higher than
that reported two years earlier (8% and 6%,
respectively). In addition, female Ph.D.’s
working in industry are four times as likely to
be employed part-time as are male Ph.D.’s.

Historically, industry has compensated
Ph.D. physicists and related scientists very
well. The latest data indicate that this trend
continues and that physicists who choose to
work in industry are currently very much in
demand and receive pay at the high end of
the range of salaries paid to members of
AIP member societies.
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Region Median salary, $ Median age
Number 

of responses

New England 90,000 48 120

Middle Atlantic 86,000 47 205

South Atlantic 75,000 46 152

East North Central 82,000 47 102

East South Central 73,000 51 25

West North Central 77,500 43 40

West South Central 85,000 47 100

Mountain 75,000 47 86

Pacific 88,000 46 353

Subfield

Industrial 
Ph.D.’s 

%

Electrical/electronic engineering 10

Optics 9

Business management 5

Materials/surface science 4

Software engineering 4

Systems engineering 4

Condensed-matter physics 4

Geology 3

General engineering 3

Chemistry 3
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Table 1. Industrial salaries of Ph.D.’s by geographic region, 1998

(postdoctorates not included).

Table 2. Top ten work subfields of 1,367

Ph.D. respondents in industry who gave

this data (postdoctorates not included). 


