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It is no secret that higher education is a highly competitive labor market. Colleges and universities are in constant competition to attract and retain top talent. One way some institutions are gaining an edge is by offering career services to partners of relocating new hires. These services can range from resume critiquing to community networking to placing the partner in a position in the university if the partner is in academia. The authors of this article polled a number of institutions across the United States and Canada to learn what types of dual-career program services are being offered, to whom they are being offered, and how they are being marketed. 

Introduction

A critical issue facing many organizations is the recruitment and retention of qualified employees. Work and family concerns, specifically dual career considerations, influence people’s decisions when searching for a job. Increasingly, both partners in a marriage or relationship are pursuing careers. As a result, when one partner is offered a job involving relocation, the other partner often has concerns regarding the opportunity to continue his or her career after the move.

The decision to accept a job often becomes contingent upon an offer of job search assistance for the accompanying partner. Organizations that recognize this need and take steps to facilitate partner relocation and career continuation may have an advantage in highly competitive labor markets. By offering job search assistance to accompanying partners, organizations increase the likelihood of hiring their first-choice candidates.

A survey determined that 80% of faculty members have partners who are employed professionals (Didion 1996). In academic settings, recruiting top faculty is increasingly dependent on assisting partners with their employment needs. As Wolf-Wendel, Twombly, and Rice state, “Academic couples face an extremely difficult task, namely finding two positions that will permit both partners to live in the same geographic region, to address their professional goals, and to meet the day-to-day needs of running a household which, in many cases, includes caring for children or elderly parents” (2000).

To address this need, many institutions have developed formal programs to assist dual-career couples with their relocation needs. However, minimal research has been done on the specific components of dual-career programs at academic institutions (Wolf-Wendel, et al. 2000).


This study attempts to address that gap in research by investigating the similarities and differences between dual-career programs within academia. The purpose of the survey was twofold. First, it was designed to provide a comprehensive benchmark of the existing services offered to dual-career couples at academic institutions. Second, the information about current policies and practices provides a framework to higher education institutions seeking to establish dual-career programs.

Terminology

The term dual-career couple, in this article, includes any two persons in a committed relationship—whether married or unmarried, heterosexual or homosexual—that are both pursuing careers.  The term dual-faculty couple refers to two persons in a committed relationship who both have a terminal degree in their respective field of study and who are both pursing academic positions.  The term relocating partner is used to define the person receiving services from a dual-career program. Most programs referenced in this article offer dual-career services to partners of new employees, no matter what their marital status or sexual orientation.

Method

For this study, a questionnaire was distributed to various universities with dual-career programs. In an attempt to learn as much as possible about the different dual-career services offered by academic institutions, the survey included mostly open-ended questions. Eighteen academic institutions from the United States and Canada completed the survey. 

Results

The following section presents survey results including size of the participating institutions, types of employees eligible for dual-career program services, types of services and the medium through which they are offered, internal and external marketing efforts, and employee information.   

Size of Participating Academic Institutions
Of the eighteen academic institutions that completed the survey, 39% enroll fewer than 20,000 students; 39% enroll 20,000 to 40,000 students; and 22% enroll more than 40,000 students.  Seventeen percent of the institutions surveyed employ fewer than 1,000 faculty members, 50% employ between 1,000 and 3,000 faculty members, and 22% employ more than 3,000 faculty members.

Employee Eligibility
Of the eighteen responding institutions, sixteen offer dual-career program services to relocating partners. Only one university restricted services to spouses only, while another university’s policy offered services to all family members including children.

While the universities in this study mostly agree that trailing partners need assistance, they differ on which types of employees at the institution are eligible for this benefit. Only three universities provide services to the relocating partners of all employees. Five respondents indicate that dual-career services are offered only to the relocating partners of faculty. Seven institutions also provide these services to the relocating partners of administrators and four provide the assistance to staff as well. In anecdotal comments on the survey, some institutions indicated that special qualifications were needed for relocating partners of candidates for administrative or staff positions. One university commented that their dual-career program is for “… [relocating partners] of key administrative positions as determined by a dean or higher.”


The amount of time for which institutions offer dual career services to relocating partners varies.  Thirty-three percent of the institutions polled provide services for one year after the relocation, 11% offer assistance for up to two years, 22% have no time limit on dual-career services, and 11% assist relocating partners until they find a job.

An additional criterion used for eligibility is the length of time the relocating partner has lived in the new location. According to the survey, three universities allow relocating partners to receive services if they have lived in the same area as the university less than two years and one university provides services if the relocating partner has lived in the area for one year. One university notes that some relocating partners focus on family concerns initially after the move; therefore, providing the relocating partners with a two-year window reassures them that their career is viewed as important and they can address their job search at a time appropriate to them.

Services and How They Are Offered

Academic institutions offer a broad range of dual-career program services via a variety of program materials. The average number of different types of services offered is seven and the minimum number that all respondents reported offering is four.

All institutions surveyed offer résumé/curriculum vita critiques. Seventeen institutions offer cover letter assistance and community/networking resources. Sixteen institutions offer coaching on interviewing techniques and fourteen provide a lending library of job search resource materials. Thirteen institutions provide career coaching and twelve write internal letters of support on behalf of the relocating partner. Nine institutions provide coaching in salary negotiation and four of the universities polled sponsor a social event for relocating partners to network with each other and key decision-makers from the community.

Some universities also provide relocation assistance for families in the form of community information. One dual-career administrator writes “I provide information on real estate, schools, childcare, [and] volunteer opportunities.” Another notes that relocation assistance includes help with “Housing, childcare, eldercare, transportation, diversity/cultural amenities, spiritual communities, recreation, entertainment, etc.” 

The survey also provided insight into the medium through which the dual-career program services are offered to a relocating partner. The most common program materials offered are brochures (83%), Web sites (83%), informational packets (50%), directories of area employers (28%), and community resource information (28%). Other materials provided to dual-career couples include folders with information about job-search assistance and relocation, reprints of articles about dual-career programs, and information about local companies. 

Internal and External Marketing Efforts

To ensure that search committees, faculty and staff, and administrators are aware of the existence of dual-career programs on campuses, universities market their programs internally. Internal public relations efforts are directed primarily at deans (50%) and department chairs (56%), but also at faculty (11%) and staff (17%). 

The institutions polled detailed the various methods they utilize to market dual-career program services on campus. The tools frequently used to publicize dual-career programs to the campus community are Web sites (67%), word-of-mouth/on-campus meetings (61%), brochures (44%), e-mail messages (39%), and in-house publications (33%). Twenty-eight percent of the institutions send out letters and attend new employee orientations. Twenty-eight percent of the institutions surveyed target candidates for positions by sending either acknowledgement letters and/or recruiting packets. Fifty percent of the respondents use between one and four different methods for their internal marketing efforts while 33% offer between six and nine.


Because the main goal of dual-career programs is to assist relocating partners in their job searches, the ability to network with organizations in the community is crucial. The institutions polled report utilizing a number of marketing efforts to reach the external community. Seven institutions attend local networking meetings, with all but one having professional memberships with the sponsoring organization. Seven institutions establish Web sites on their dual career program services and five report going to local businesses and visiting with managers. One respondent says, “Hit the bricks! We regularly call on businesses, especially new businesses, to convince them that it’s good business to do business with us.”  Two institutions work with the local media and have had articles about their dual-career programs published in local newspapers. Eight institutions employ from one to three different tools for external marketing and three institutions use four to five external marketing tools.

Employee Information
Four academic institutions report hiring full-time administrators for the dual-career programs; all others hire part-time administrators.  One institution employs two full-time administrators and four institutions employ two part-time administrators. Seven institutions report having part-time support staff to assist the administrators. Half of the administrators have worked in the dual-career programs between four and nine years, with the average length of service being four years and the median being 3.5 years. The dual-career programs in this survey have been in existence for 1.5 to sixteen years and eleven institutions have had programs for five years or more. 

Discussion of Results

This survey furthers many studies done by other researchers on dual-career programs and provides more insight into dual-career issues. An examination of the eighteen academic institutions that participated in this survey shows that most are either top research institutions and/or are located in rural areas where job opportunities are limited. This reflects the study by Wolf-Wendel et al. (2000), which found that research universities were most likely to see the importance of responding to the needs of dual-career couples. In addition, Wolf-Wendel et al. reported that academic institutions in areas with limited career options also viewed dual-career couple assistance as important. The results from this survey also mirror those from Wolf-Wendel et al. in regards to the issue of eligibility for dual-career assistance in that in both surveys, the partners of faculty were given highest priority. This survey also reveals that dual-career administrators work with candidates in the recruitment stage as well as employees who have already accepted a formal job offer. 

In most instances, it is more common for organizations to offer logistical assistance than family-related assistance. The top four relocation services identified by Eby and Allen (1998) meet logistical needs (i.e., home-selling assistance, real estate assistance, cost-of-living adjustments, and visits to the new area). They ranked spousal employment assistance and educational information fifth. Since most universities cannot compete on the first four relocation services, it behooves these institutions to seriously address the employment needs of relocating partners.

The overriding goal of the dual-career programs surveyed is to facilitate the job search process for relocating partners. The specific services provided through these programs address that goal in a number of ways, from vita critiquing to sponsoring networking events to career coaching and much more. Regardless of how assistance is offered to relocating partners, it is certainly deemed important by the institutions surveyed and can be the deciding factor for potential employees in their decision to accept or pass up a job offer at a certain institution.  

Conclusion

Acknowledging the concerns of relocating partners is one way organizations can attempt to influence recruitment and retention decisions. The programs at the universities surveyed utilize a number of techniques to deal with these issues. Each program is tailored to the circumstances facing each campus. Despite differences in time frames, contexts, and proposed methods, general themes emerged that are applicable to a wide variety of situations. Furthermore, many of the services identified can be applied in employment contexts other than colleges and universities. Greater recognition of dual-career concerns and greater willingness to intervene can have a positive impact for all types of organizations. Additionally, by dealing with this fundamental concern at the work/family interface, institutions can have a positive impact on couples and families, thus creating a positive, dynamic workplace.  
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