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Introduction: A qualitative evidence synthesis was employed, to identify and synthesize the best evidence on the experiences of precariously employed academics in high education institutions.

Methods: The Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) principles were followed. The identified studies were screened by titles and abstracts (n = 308)-full-text (n = 19), employing these inclusion criteria: studies reporting on precarious employment experiences in higher education; part-time or fixed-term academic positions; qualitative studies between 2010 to 2021. The selected studies were not limited to a particular geographical location. A quality appraisal was conducted. Data were extracted while findings from the included studies (n = 19) were collated using meta-aggregation with the Joanna Briggs Institute Qualitative Assessment and Review Instrument (JBI-QARI). The primary study findings emanated from research conducted across 14 countries both from the northern and southern hemispheres.

Results: Ninety-four extracted findings were aggregated into 19 categories and then grouped into five synthesized findings: (1) Precarity is created and perpetuated through structural changes in the global economy and wider higher education landscape; (2) Coping strategies precariously employed academics used to endure precarious employment in higher education; (3) Gendered dimensions shaping employment precarity in academia; (4) Impact of precarious employment on academics; (5) Impact of academic precarity on the university.

Discussion: These precariously employed academics felt overwhelmed, vulnerable, exploited, stressed, anxious, and exhausted with their employment conditions. These circumstances include operating in unstable and insecure employment with no guarantees of permanent employment. The need to reassess policies and practices within higher education institutions is necessary and could offer these precariously employed academics the much-needed support and assistance to combat the effects of precarious employment.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, higher education institutions (HEIs) have endured radical transformations globally. The rapidly growing trend of casualisation in the academic workforce is under scrutiny (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019). This inclination is partial because of a decrease in permanent posts and changes to university employment practices owing to unpredictable international funding sources (Blackham, 2020). HEIs globally must contend with shrinking state funding leading to financial instability; however, limited research explores the experiences of those in precarious academic employment by what can be observed as the most vulnerable within the academic ranks (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019).

Researchers and activists across various disciplines emphasize the widespread employment of precarious workers to conduct core activities in HEIs (Ragins and Cornwell, 2001; De Cuyper et al., 2009; Blustein et al., 2016; Allan et al., 2017). Research focusing on academic labor often excludes those in non-standard forms of employment (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019) and has yet to be comprehensively explored from a global perspective. Oakley (1995) and Reay (2000, 2004) offer exceptions, asserting that contract academics are positioned in the lower ranks of HEIs, drawing parallels between contract work and housework concerning how it is undervalued compared to other forms of academic labor.

Various dimensions of precarious employment exist. First, precarious work departs from the norm of stable, permanent, and full-time employment. Researchers explored the ways employment differed from the standard flexible form (Spreitzer et al., 2017), atypical, non-standard work (Kalleberg, 2000) and alternative work arrangements (Katz and Krueger, 2019).

Tompa et al. (2007) operationalised two forms of non-standard work, such as involuntary part-time work and involuntary temporary work—uncertainty concerning continuity work quantity. Second, precarious employment encompasses economic insecurity in low income or lack of access to benefits, such as health insurance and retirement benefits. For example, precarious employment might not offer a living wage or stable income, satisfying basic needs (Allan et al., 2017).

Third, precarious work offers employees inadequate power and autonomy. This deficit can lead to limited collective bargaining rights or limited access to processes to express grievances and opportunities to exercise organizational rights (Allan et al., 2021). Fourth, precarious employment often entails a lack of rights and protection in the workplace. Several organizations lack workplace guidelines and regulations to safeguard against exploitation and harassment (Sterling and Allan, 2020). Organizations with workplace policies, may not implemented them (Allan et al., 2021).

Last, precarious employment could entail unsafe working conditions in a physical or psychosocial capacity (Tompa et al., 2007). For example, those in precarious employment often rely on their employers to survive, therefore, placing them in vulnerable positions, often entailing harassment and abuse (Perry et al., 2020).

In a neoliberal university, precarious workers are often undervalued, overused, and stigmatized, lacking the capacity to secure a permanent position within the academy (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019). Research, considered a core skill within the academy, is devalued if conducted by academics in precarious employment (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019). Further research is required because of the rising occurrence and practice of precarious work arrangements. This research is significant because the impact on individuals in these precarious roles are wholly underestimated and deserve to be highlighted to address unequal work practices, inequalities and minimizing the negative impact on the health and wellbeing of precariously employed academics.

Further research would present a comprehensive understanding of the reported experiences of individuals engaged in precarious work, especially in higher education; therefore, this article attempts to synthesize the reported subjective experiences of precarious employment within HEIs.



2. Methods


2.1. Study design

A qualitative evidence synthesis identified published literature on experiences of precarious work within HEIs. Qualitative evidence synthesis can be described as a methodology involving primary study findings. These conclusions are systematically collected and interpreted in expert judgements, illustrating a comprehensive understanding of this phenomenon (Bearman and Dawson, 2013).

This qualitative evidence synthesis (QES) aimed to identify and synthesize the published evidence on the subjective experiences of academics in precarious employment in HEIs. This review employed the meta-aggregative approach entrenched in the pragmatism philosophy. Subscribing to the theory that power is knowledge and the real value comes in practical use and implementation (Pearson and Hannes, 2012).



2.2. Eligibility criteria

Research was included in the review based on the predetermined criteria, such as focusing on precarious work experiences within the higher educational contexts (all forms of higher educational institutions) conducted from 2010 to 2021. For the review, precarious work includes non-permanent academic work, such as part-time, short-term, fixed-term, hourly paid, zero-hour contracts and individuals in non-tenured academic employment (Allmer, 2018). The criteria include the various academic roles within HEIs. Studies needed to be peer-reviewed articles published in the English language. The study samples had to represent academic staff in precarious employment within HEIs. The last decade indicated a rapid increase in non-standard employment practices in HEIs, leading to the timeframe for synthesis (Blackham, 2020). Studies conducted in languages other than English were excluded.



2.3. Search strategy

The databases include ScienceDirect, Scopus, Emerald Insights, South African electronic publications, Wiley Online, Google Scholar, Sage Journals Online, and Annual Reviews, provided their scope of publications and relevance to the research focus area. Two reviewers systematically searched these databases in November 2021. Initial feasibility searches indicated relevant and suitable findings to continue with the review. The keywords included in this review are “precarious employment, higher education, academia, experiences, fixed-term contracts, fixed-term employment, temporary employment, and academics”. Combinations of keywords were used, including the Boolean operator AND, and NOT, to search the selected databases (Figure 1) systematically. The search strings used for this review are:

1. Precarious employment AND higher education.

2. Precarious employment AND academia.

3. Precarious employment AND experiences AND higher education.

4. Fixed-term contracts AND higher education AND academia.

5. Fixed-term employment AND higher education AND academia.

6. Temporary NOT permanent employed AND academics.
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FIGURE 1
 Flowchart of systematic search and study selection process.


The limiters applied to this review included full-text, peer-review, and English language, published between 2010 to 2021. Both reviewers applied these limiters consistently to the included search strings.



2.4. Study selection

Academic staff employed within HEIs formed the target population for this review. Studies included qualitative research designs from publications. The research needed to report on the experiences of those in precarious academic roles within HEIs. This study comprises a QES of selected primary research study findings and, therefore, excludes previous QES reviews conducted. Studies that did not include academics in the target population, did not form part of the synthesis.



2.5. Research outcomes

Two reviewers screened the selected studies independently at various stages of the selection and inclusion processes. The search strategy yielded (n = 152,608) records. Records after initial screening titles (n = 308) and the duplicates were removed (n = 118). Records were screened by titles and abstracts (n = 190), with records excluded (n = 171). The total was assessed using the critical appraisal tool (n = 23) with (n = 4) excluded. The total number of articles included for summation with the Joanna Briggs Institute Qualitative Assessment and Review Instrument (JBI-QARI) (Joanna Briggs Institute, 2014) data extraction tool (n = 19).



2.6. Methodological appraisal

The primary studies included in the synthesis were assessed for methodological quality by employing the JBI-QARI (Joanna Briggs Institute, 2014). The JBI-QARI tool is a 10-point quality assessment checklist, with each question rated as “yes”, “no”, or “unclear”. This tool emphasizes the association between philosophical observation and research methodology. Emphasis is also placed on the congruity among the selected methodology, the data collection methods, the analysis, and the interpretation of the research findings (Lockwood et al., 2015). The appraisal tool was used to assess the methodological quality of the primary studies, it was not used as an exclusionary measure. Two researchers operated independently to quality appraise the primary study findings. Credibility was assigned to the respective primary studies based on the reviewer's perception of the support level provided for the study findings. Only reliable findings were included (Lockwood et al., 2015). Most of the included studies (n = 19) illustrated sound methodological quality (Table 1).


TABLE 1 Assessment of methodological quality (JBI-QARI) of included studies.
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2.7. Data extraction

Data were extracted using the JBI-QARI extraction tool from the selected studies. This extraction tool is fairly straightforward and widely used, especially among novice researchers. The data selected for extraction included the references to each primary study, country, phenomena of interest, participants, methodology, setting, and main findings (Table 2). Standardized data extraction forms were used in Microsoft Excel™ spreadsheets with clear fields to reduce extraction errors.


TABLE 2 Data extracted from primary studies.
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2.8. Data synthesis

The findings from the selected qualitative studies were collated with meta-aggregation in JBI-QARI. The JBI guidelines describe meta-aggregation as an analytical method for collecting qualitative research findings, classified into similar themes for an improved understanding (Joanna Briggs Institute, 2014). In data extraction, the data were categorized into unequivocal, credible/plausible, and not supported/unsupported data. Unequivocal data were used with direct illustrations selected for the final data analysis. The illustrations were arranged into findings with no further interpretation from the researchers. The study findings were organized and transformed into categories, presenting synthesized findings through meta-aggregation (Lockwood et al., 2015). Table 2 shows the main findings extracted from the primary studies and Table 3 illustrate how the main findings were synthesized through the process of meta-aggregation.


TABLE 3 Synthesized findings, illustrated as synthesized categories, underlying categories and findings, and supporting each category.

[image: Table 3]

Ninety-four findings were divided into 19 categories, followed by five synthesized findings: (1) Precarity is created and perpetuated through structural changes in the global economy and wider higher education landscape; (2) Coping strategies precariously employed academics apply to endure precarious employment in higher education; (3) Gendered dimensions shaping employment precarity in academia; (4) Impact of precarious employment on academics; (5) Impact of academic precarity on the university (Table 3).



2.9. Ethical considerations

This synthesis employed published primary research findings in the public domain, freely available or subscription to researchers and research institutions. The primary researcher received ethical approval from the research institution (HSSREC Reference Number: HS21/5/32).




3. Results


3.1. Characteristics of the studies

This section offers a summary of the pertinent characteristics of the primary studies forming this review (detailed information can be found in Table 2). The nineteen primary studies were conducted in Australia, the United Kingdom, Ireland, the United States of America, Nigeria, Spain, Vienna, Copenhagen, Canada, Scotland, France, Turkey, Italy, and Malaysia. The studies employed qualitative methodological approaches, encompassing ethnographic, case study, and phenomenological methods. The primary studies involved employees in precarious academic roles in university institutions from various departments and fields, including Arts, Humanities, Social Sciences, Hard Sciences, Engineering, and Social and Cultural Anthropology.

Academics, course administrators, researchers, research assistants, and academic support roles were among the participants. Participants were employed under precarious conditions in fixed-term contracts, non-tenure instructors, casual academics, temporarily employed PhD candidates and postdoctoral candidates, casual contracts, hourly paid, zero-hour contracts, part-time contracts, and freelance academics.

The data for the primary studies were collected in settings, such as university offices, university rooms, and cafes. Data were collected individually through in-depth interviews, semi-structured interviews, qualitative outreach questionnaires, case studies, diary notes, observations, field notes, and biographical interviews. The data for the primary studies were analyzed using constant comparative methods, abductive approaches, inductive-, content-, and thematic analysis.



3.2. Review findings
 
3.2.1. Precarity is created and perpetuated through structural changes

The first synthesized finding comprises five categories, with 23 findings. The first category, “Precariously employed academics need to self-financialise for extended periods,” was substantiated by seven findings. Precariously employed academics are often concerned about when and where their next employment will be, complicating planning and managing family responsibilities, leading to financial dependency, and powerlessness (Chan, 2013; Allmer, 2018; O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019; McKenzie, 2021a).

“One participant indicated that it is not a matter of choice but rather the consequences of precarious work that forces people to be financially self-disciplined:

I always have to keep in the back of my mind that I have to keep a certain amount of savings-−3 or 4 weeks' rent or so. I think I have about $2,000 saved. I think that is enough to get me by for 6 weeks or so. That is something that is always there, I could lose my job tomorrow. (Ben)” (Chan, 2013, p. 370)

This strategy of financial self-discipline is not sustainable and even more precarious given the unpredictable and unstable income of these precariously employed individuals. With savings and having a budget becomes difficult when your income is unsure.

“When you are a contractor, you make sure you have a bit of a buffer in the bank and hopefully that gets you on to something else before you run out … because you can lose your buffer! (Nick).” (Chan, 2013, p. 371)

“A female researcher tells me that she could not concentrate on her work anymore due to the insecure job situation. The precarious nature of the job worries her and is constantly in her head:

At the moment it is just the insecurity, the precarious nature … when it gets to next year, what if I don't get anything, it is that worry. Constantly in your head, that worry. (Participant 8)” (Allmer, 2018, p. 388)

“A contract researcher tells me that she feels insecure in terms of not knowing when and where the next contract might come from, not knowing what percentage of full-time equivalent she might be able to secure and not knowing when a particular project might start.” (Allmer, 2018, p. 388)

The second category, “Precariously employed academics perceived themselves being trapped in a vicious cycle of precarious work”, was supported by four findings. Academics had to continuously search for employment provided the temporary nature of their employment contracts. They persistently pursue a career in academia, hoping they will eventually secure permanent employment; having “cruel optimism” and being in a “vicious circle” they silently perpetuate because of structural changes as part of the “neoliberal system” (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019; Stoica et al., 2019; Voulvouli, 2019; Bone, 2021; McKenzie, 2021a).

“Many interviewees are constantly screening the job market and applying for new jobs. A fellow at a Russell Group University mentions that fixed-term academics like him are constantly looking for something else. ‘The longer we are teaching fellows, the less research output we generate so the harder it is to compete with the people who are outside, who are already in lectureship posts' (Participant 1), he continues. People complain that finding a new job is time- and energy-consuming, tiring and humiliating:

Oh, it is just time wasting. It is tiring. It is … I don't know if I can say, it is humiliating at the same time … And if it is not writing applications for jobs, it is also writing applications for projects and I just want to do something else.” (Participant 6) (Allmer, 2018, p. 388).

Another participant explained:

“So those of us still in the race often come to terms with our precariousness by reasserting it. This has been described by Laurent Berlant as ‘cruel optimism', which she defines as a state in which ‘something you desire is actually an obstacle to your flourishing.” Reasserting the precarious condition in which we live impedes us from stepping out of this vicious circle. We keep hoping that by doing the same things somehow the results will change. Berlant's description of ‘cruel optimism' reminded me how hard I had to strive to convince my university's Research Unit to approve the rent for my apartment while working in the field.” (Voulvouli, 2019, p. 59)

The third category, “funding instruments and development opportunities are exclusionary to precariously employed individuals and groups”, was substantiated by three findings. Academics in precarious employment roles are often ineligible for professional development opportunities and grant funding because they lack power and status. This deficiency positions them at the bottom of the hierarchy for funding and development opportunities (Allmer, 2018; Leathwood and Read, 2020; Miller and Struve, 2020).

“Although NTT instructors were interested in pursuing professional development opportunities, many did not have access to or the bandwidth participate in pedagogical or community-building offerings.” (Miller and Struve, 2020, p. 444)

“Eleanor, a part-time instructor, explained:

I see emails here and there about diversity training being offered to faculty, but I have not participated, and whether or not they may be just as open to adjunct staff, but it's something that I just haven't been immersed in, or taken advantage of on my part, or “been explicitly sort of encouraged or directed that way.” (Miller and Struve, 2020, p. 446)

“Trudy also noted, “I don't get things that other faculty get. I don't get sabbaticals. I don't get funding for travel, and it's because I'm not tenure track.” These comments indicate that NTT instructors were highly aware of status differentials among faculty members.” (Miller and Struve, 2020, p. 446)

The fourth category, “structural conditions create competitive and negative consequences for precariously employed academics despite dedication to their institutions”, was supported by seven findings. The influence of corporatisation, globalization, and universities becoming capitalist-based corporations often leads to cost-cutting measures. These measures include continuously employing academics in temporary capacities, forced to be mobile, having unrealistic work expectations, work-life imbalance, sacrificing relationships, unable to do long-term financial planning, and suffering constant stress and anxiety with little hope for improvement (Bozzon et al., 2017; Izharuddin, 2018; Adewumi, 2021).

“Most of the participants are concerned about the insecure nature of their job and aspire to economic security.

“I really wanted a more secure position', claims Participant 2, ‘I would rather have a permanent position and stop wondering where I will be in 5 years' stresses Participant 6.” (Allmer, 2018, p. 287)

“A postdoctoral researcher emphasizes that her insecure job situation was depressing, making her feel devalued and affected her self-esteem. A female researcher tells me that she could not concentrate on her work anymore due to the insecure job situation. The precarious nature of the job worries her and is constantly in her head:

At the moment it is just the insecurity, the precarious nature … when it gets to next year, what if I don't get anything, it is that worry. Constantly in your head, that worry. (Participant 8) (Allmer, 2018, p. 287)

“Another participant from the Lagos State University added: Of course, one of the most utilized types of academic casualization work is this widely accepted contract work. In this university where I am currently teaching as a casual worker staff, I make bold to tell you that the whole essence why this is happening is because the university is bent on cutting cost. And I do not think this is justified in anyway. I am wondering while PhD holders would be placed on contract rather than being given full type employment. This is not appropriate as most of us only get paid with what the university set as our pay and not in line with the universal public universities payment structure (IDI/P8/2019).” (Adewumi, 2021, p. 18)

The fifth category, “precarious employment conditions create stress, anxiety, fear, and embarrassment”, was substantiated by two findings. Precariously employed academics are forced to compete for limited posts continuously and project funding provided the temporary nature of their employment. This situation is further exacerbated because of underfunded massification in higher education and efforts to limit the duration of studies (Allmer, 2018; Rogler, 2019).

“When I am away… I am more stressed … I think about the job more, like, and I am worried that I am away, it worries me … when I go to the office … I feel better, then when I do not … even if I have taken annual leave. (Participant 10)” (Allmer, 2018, p. 289)

Fear and risk of unemployment force temporary academics to continue to screen the job market for their next employment opportunities, which is stressful and time-consuming; precariousness is acutely experienced among academics contemplating departing academia with emotions of fear, loss, pain, shame, anger, grief while desiring stability, and security (Allmer, 2018; McKenzie, 2021b).

“Participants mention their fears and worries of being unemployed and the risk of being made redundant as academic. Many interviewees are constantly screening the job market and applying for new jobs. A fellow at a Russell Group University mentions that fixed-term academics like him are constantly looking for something else. ‘The longer we are teaching fellows, the less research output we generate so the harder it is to compete with the people who are outside, who are already in lectureship posts' (Participant 1), he continues. People complain that finding a new job is time- and energy-consuming, tiring and humiliating:

Oh it is just time wasting. It is tiring. It is … I don't know if I can say, it is humiliating at the same time … And if it is not writing applications for jobs, it is also writing applications for projects and I just want to do something else. (Participant 6)” (Allmer, 2018, p. 288)

“if I think back over the last year I would say some of the times when I have been the most anxious would have been related to employment” (Max1). (Bone, 2021, p. 283)



3.2.2. Coping strategies to endure precarious employment in higher education

The second synthesized finding includes three categories. The first category, “precariously employed academics need to develop individual agency to withstand precarious employment”, was substantiated by two findings. Precariously employed academics need to manage their time effectively, take more risks, set goals, and pursue excellence. The need to develop individual agency is, therefore, paramount; however, academics are constrained by structural limitations in the institution (Loveday, 2018; Bone, 2021). Given the structural limitations and the fact that university institutions largely benefit from utilizing contract academic staff, it would only be fair to offer these precariously employed individuals the necessary support to combat the adverse effects of their insecure employment. This is where the University human resource management and staff development should look at offering assistance to precariously employment staff to improve their working conditions and the negative effects of precarious employment as well as prioritize the professional development of these precarious/contract staff who carry out core university functions. This should form part of the recruitment and retention strategy of universities.

“…it is really unclear to me where I will be and what I will be doing in 5 years… sometimes I find that really comforting because it means that I can just do what I am doing now without being stressed about where it is getting me and I do find that a source of comfort… But it makes me nervous as well because, you know, I think there are plenty of people who have very clear plans and talking to them makes me nervous because I have a lot of friends who are finishing PhD's who are ‘you have to do this, you have to have done this by this time, you have to have”… (Bone, 2021, p. 283)

“A young researcher tells me that speaking to other precariously employed academics helps to understand patterns of anxieties. She feels it might be better to organize those who are in similar situations and take some agency, instead of feeling alone and powerless:

There is an awareness that there is loads of us in the same position which is the only comfort about it. I think it does get to the point where you just have to take some agency … Maybe we should try and use that, the people who are in a similar position to me, we should actually … rather than just feeling like we are alone, we should do something about that, instead of just waiting about. (Participant 8)” (Allmer, 2018, p. 389)

The second category, “precarious employment in academia requires a high level of optimism and hope”, is supported by ten findings. Precariously employed academics used coping strategies to manage their conditions and overcome challenges. They often contemplate the persistence of these conditions and survival, hoping their conditions will improve; they are continuously putting their life on hold, constantly attempting to prove their worth is “exhausting”; most stay passionate about their work and hope for better positions, continuously bouncing back and forth between hope and desire for secure and permanent employment (Allmer, 2018; Stoica et al., 2019; Voulvouli, 2019; Bone, 2021; McKenzie, 2021b).

“I would kind of hope that the shorter-term stuff would give me a better chance of getting the longer-term stuff but I don't know that for sure. I really don't know how long I could stand it. Hopefully as long as I need to (Mia3).” (Bone, 2021, p. 282)

“I'd be better off trying something else, trying a field where I actually can grow and develop more and get recognition for that whereas I don't feel like that exists within higher education so much” (Max3) (Bone, 2021, p. 285)

“At the end of the day, the system is ready to replace you as soon as the contract expires, offering nothing more than ‘unemployed excellence'.” (Stoica et al., 2019, p. 80)

The third category, “precarious employment in academia requires confidence in your abilities, resilience and accountability”, is substantiated by seven findings. Any success or failures precariously employed academics achieved were attributed to luck and chance. This aspect indicates a lack of responsibility for the individual in success or failure; working in academia requires resilience, flexibility, managing various types of expected and unexpected situations, holding oneself accountable, and taking responsibility for one's choices (Lengelle, 2016; Loveday, 2018; Stoica et al., 2019; Voulvouli, 2019).

“The possibilities of academia are enticing, and this helped to maintain participant commitment. Jasmine, for example, employed a similar strategy by rationalizing her actions as part of building her experience and reputation. However, while relatively optimistic that her actions and dedication would pay-off, Jasmine feared that her efforts would not “translate” into anything more permanent in the future (Jasmine3). Jasmine described her adopted “CV build” strategy in each of her interviews, but in her final interview Jasmine appeared as perplexed as ever about how to get a permanent job:

I am hoping that that will help. There is still that question of how you actually get the jobs, I haven't worked that one out yet. Because it does make you think about, not only what you are doing and what you are putting into the job but that reassessing kind of thing: Am I really, is it worth what I am doing, you know? (Jasmine3)” (Bone, 2021, p. 285)

“Another hourly paid woman says:

One loses a sense of value of their work and what they are doing. Colleagues do not feel the need to greet you as you do not have a vote at School level, and I could go on. (Female, 42, hourly paid).” (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019, p. 4 71)



3.2.3. Gendered dimensions shaping employment precarity in academia

The third synthesized finding comprises five categories. Nine findings supported the first category, “job insecurity is especially prevalent among women and marginalized groups and accepting of precarious employment roles in HEIs”. Women constitute most precariously employed roles in academia and various other sectors. Women are especially concentrated in the temporary, hourly paid, or pro-rata and zero-hours contracts; being side-lined, overlooked and settling for precarious employment contracts often leads to loss of income and long-term pension insecurity; academic precarity is being feminized, which broadens structural inequality (Allmer, 2018; Ivancheva et al., 2019; O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019; Leathwood and Read, 2020; Miller and Struve, 2020).

“Lack of workplace supports was noted by a number of our respondents as they indicated this contributed to their sense of being exploited. One woman wrote:

There is a huge imbalance between the continuous service I provide for the institution and the absolute lack of any support/security provided for me as an employee in return (Female, 36, hourly paid).” (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019, p. 470)

“Another woman explains:

It's not just about money. It's about treating hourly paid workers as colleagues, providing support, including them in meetings, treating them with respect (Female, 31, hourly paid).” (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019, p. 471)

Five findings supported the second category, “academia is fashioned in a masculine mold”. Academia is modeled after a “carefree masculine ideal” of competitive performance, 24/7-h availability, and mobility; women have to manage paid work with care work and family and child care responsibilities and cannot compete with the “masculine ideal”, leading to women sacrificing or putting their careers on hold because of care work; women are over-represented in fixed-term and part-time employment arrangements (Chan, 2013; Ivancheva et al., 2019).

“Fourthly, women report being forced to delay having children or that being pregnant acted as a barrier to securing steady employment. Two women, both hourly paid:

The guys are all pro-rata. Now I'm pregnant, and they have decided to advertise my position. I have been told I have no entitlement to renewed hours next year. I know I will do the interview with a big bump and receive a “we regret to inform you”… I will be unsuccessful in alleging discrimination as they can just appoint someone with the same qualifications as me. Even if I was successful in taking a case the most I can get is 2 years wages, which won't keep me going very long, and I will never work there again. It is worth it? (Female, 33, hourly paid)” (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019, p. 474)

“I am embarking (finally) on having a family. I know this will dramatically restrict my already low chances of getting anywhere soon … I am worried about how I will survive (Female, 43, mixed casual—part-time permanent and hourly paid)” (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019, p. 474)

“I don't have children. I'm thirty-five now. We would like to have kids, but we both feel that we shouldn't have children until I have some security. It's not even the money. It's the time, the moving around. I couldn't leave a baby and live in another city or country … Colleagues of mine were asked at interview boards if they planned to have children … [They] stopped wearing their wedding rings.” (Ivancheva et al., 2019, p. 456)

The third category, “precarious employment promotes and reinforces gendered personal relations”, was substantiated by two findings. Precariously employed academics experience their partners and family limit and facilitate their academic careers with precarious employment, fostering and reinforcing gendered personal relations; parenthood, gender, and access to financial support profoundly influence academics' employment experiences (Allmer, 2018; McKenzie, 2021a).

The fourth category, “types of contracts/pay offered in HEIs”, was supported by two findings. Hourly paid work was observed as the most exploitative paid work in higher education, with employees earning a meager sum per contract hour with no sick leave and other employment benefits (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019).

“Lecturers, tutors and third level educators on these basic minimal contracts are being taken for a ride. We work for less than minimum wage … We incur none of the basic benefits we should. We can't be sick because we only get paid for when we are present. We don't get maternity leave, compassionate leave or anything else (Female, 30, hourly paid).” (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019, p. 473)

“Our respondents repeatedly spoke of their economic insecurity with one woman writing she felt ‘underpaid and unappreciated. I currently work 4 jobs to make a living' (Female, 34, hourly paid).” (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019, p. 474)

Another woman wrote: “At the moment it's just about enough to pay the bills, but I'm never certain from one semester to the next how much work I'll be able to get” (Female, 29, hourly paid) (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019, p. 474).

This economic insecurity speaks to women's wider precarity in their everyday lives; as illustrated by another respondent's account: “I have sleepless nights trying to figure out how to pay bills; I'm getting into debt and the only option now is to emigrate—again” (Female, 42, hourly paid). (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019, p. 474)

“One month it would have been… eight lectures, twelve tutorials and fifty essays, paid according to the hourly rate for lectures … Basically it was a zero-hour contract …” (Ivancheva et al., 2019, p. 456)

“I try to remain hopeful that I can obtain funding for research for 1 or 2 years and then maybe get some more funding and then get a permanent job in a university. (Male, 34, hourly paid)”

The fifth category, “women often spent more years in precarious academic roles than their male counterparts”, was substantiated by four findings. Women often spend more years working in academia than men and are often still in precarious employment than their male companions; therefore, women have a more acute history of sustained employment precarity; women are often “stuck” in precarious employment, less inclined to occupy permanent roles than their male counterparts (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019).

“A female respondent working on a part-time contract offset by social welfare speaks instead of survival. She is forced to commute 2 hours into work and expresses a clear sense of hopelessness and a limited expectation of her career trajectory:

I cannot plan ahead. I do not think I will be able to afford to do this type of work, financially or psychologically, and am looking at other options, which are few in this area and in the current climate … I have been looking for additional part-time work to help financially but am already working full-time in practice. We are encouraged to see this work as an opportunity, but in reality know that there is little hope for more than a 9 month, temporary contract. This is unsustainable. (Female, 27, part-time pro rata).” (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019, p. 470)

“Another woman report feeling ‘[h]opeless and trapped' (Female, 43, hourly paid). Yet another, also on hourly pay, stated: ‘If I am to have any prospects at all I need to leave academia' (Female, 27, hourly paid). This gendered hope is reflective of the reality of working in the neoliberal university where precarious work becomes a permanent trap rather than a temporary phase.” (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019, p. 470)

“I have been teaching across modules but never having one on my own. And I have been doing the job of a part-time department coordinator for almost 12 years, coming in two and a half days a week, but I never had a contract. I looked around and realized I had been so stupid—everyone around me was doing a quarter of my work for triple my pay.” (Ivancheva et al., 2019, p. 454)



3.2.4. Impact of precarious employment on academics

The fourth synthesized finding includes four categories. The first category, “precariously employed academics experience poor working conditions”, was derived from seven findings. Academics in precarious employment experienced job insecurity, working under poor conditions, vulnerable to harassment, sensed being undervalued, insufficient income to sustain a living, disregarded, no legal status in the institution, lacking career prospects, lacking access to employment benefits and social recognition, the burden of continued job search because of their precarious employment status (Allmer, 2018; O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019; Schwaller, 2019; Stoica et al., 2019; Miller and Struve, 2020; Adewumi, 2021).

“I have never had a sabbatical, and only took [maternity] leave on my third baby. Baby 1—no leave, afraid I would lose my job, baby 2 worked all my teaching hours in one term before the birth, as I was afraid I would lose my position, only on the third baby was I in a permanent part-time contract and able to take official [maternity] leave … as I am the sole breadwinner, I am afraid to put my head above the parapet (Female, 44, permanent part-time).” (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019, p. 473)

I feel my work is not valued enough, I feel aggrieved and exploited … I know I do the same work as my full-time colleagues, have similar levels of responsibility etc., yet get paid a fraction of a full-time lecturer's salary. There are a number of very important, and time-consuming, tasks that I do for free on behalf of the Department and School, which should be done by permanent members of staff, but either they don't care (lower level of vested interest in attracting students), or are also stretched too far … All my research I do in my non-existent spare time and without financial support apart from the College travel fund, which means that my typical working week is 60–80 hours … Even so my salary is—with luck, as this year—just about a third of a Postdoc's salary at point 1 of the scale. Needless to say, I am always under pressure to take on extra work, so I spend the summers tour guiding around the country and attending one conference on a self-financed basis, which I can't really afford, instead of doing research and getting a much-needed break … My chances of getting permanency or even a full-time job at (institution)? Zilch (Female, 43, mixed casual—part-time permanent and hourly paid).” (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019, p. 472)

“As contract academics, we are not being treated as humans, even when it is clear that a lot of us are PhD holders for that matter. We are not enlisted for any health or medical allowance in case we fall ill. So you can see that the conditions of this work is so terrible. Talking about what we are paid as casual academics, I can boldly tell you that this pay does not only fall short of the input we put to work, but one that belittle our academic qualifications. We are only put on what is conventionally called “pay-as-you-go” as our salary does not reflect any salary structure in the country (IDI/P4/2019).” (Adewumi, 2021, p. 20)

“You see as casual academics, you cannot be talking of any compensation in this university and this is wrong because the law is clear on this. If you make any attempt to say you want to protest for your rights, you will be thrown out immediately. I have seen cases where my colleague was involved in an accident while commuting down to teach classes and the university say they cannot offer him any medical treatment not to talk of any compensation. So the conditions of this work is that you are not entitled to anything in terms of health, unlike the permanent academic staff who have access to the school clinic including their dependents (IDI/10/2019).” (Adewumi, 2021, p. 20)

The second category, “precariously employed academics experience blurred lines between work and personal lives”, was supported by four findings. Those in precarious academic roles often have to adopt a “long hours culture”, being available 24/7, working at night, over the weekends and on off days and holidays to meet deadlines and to keep up with the heavy workload; not having fixed working hours forces individuals to work without disconnecting from work and having a balanced lifestyle (Bozzon et al., 2017; Hadjisolomou et al., 2021).

“The encroachment of work on the private/personal sphere in terms of times and space:

But I also worked at home, so I worked some times in the morning, I worked at weekends… so it was pretty flexible, but still I worked a fair amount and I was always there [at the workplace] on most days. Some days I worked at home maybe.” (Ex-postdoc STEM, Woman, 34)” (Bozzon et al., 2017, p. 341)

“The downside of working at university is that there are no fixed working hours. This makes people feel forced to work around the clock, without ever disconnecting (Ex-postdoc STEM, Woman, 35).” (Bozzon et al., 2017, p. 341)

“When I don't have to work during the weekends and the evenings this will be a novelty (Current postdoc SSH, Man, 40).” (Bozzon et al., 2017, p. 341)

“Always. I worked at Easter, Christmas…it makes me laugh because it's like a collective disease in this environment (Ex-postdoc SSH, Woman, 36).” (Bozzon et al., 2017, p. 342)

“I am a single mum … I don't feel like I can be as competitive as other people … I do feel at a disadvantage. … It feels like you are really restricted in what you can do … As well it is that insecurity, it is just like a vicious circle because you are having to keep on these short insecure contracts, because you can't compete on a level to get something permanent. It is … it perpetuates (Participant 8).” (Allmer, 2018, p. 390)

The third category, “precariously employed academics experience unfair and unrealistic work expectations”, was substantiated by nine findings. In academia among precariously employed academics is the expectation to work while unwell; vulnerable to management decisions; preparation time for teaching and learning insufficiently remunerated; often working without pay and other benefits, especially among the younger early-career academics; the expectation of maintaining professional development yet not be eligible for development funding and research activities because of continuously searching and applying for new contracts and employment (Allmer, 2018; Leathwood and Read, 2020; Miller and Struve, 2020; Hadjisolomou et al., 2021).

“So that is really difficult because I am kind of caught in the funny cycle, because I have my job to maintain … just to buy food, because I can't stop eating over the summer holidays. So I need to have some kind of job to have an income, but that doesn't allow me to have the time to write articles, get published, to do these kind of things (Participant 3).” (Allmer, 2018, p. 391)

“I started worrying about my health as I had taught many of those students in the preceding weeks. I was terrified and surprised by the University's decision to continue with the blended teaching strategy, ignoring the ineffectiveness of the measures to stop the spread of the virus on the campus. I continued coming in to work. I could, by law, refuse to do so on the grounds that this puts my health at risk. However, when you are working on an hourly paid or temporary contract the reality is that the employment regime of academia does not allow you to refuse work as teaching hours are pre-defined. It is a very competitive sector for us (casual workers). It can be a case of one day you are in and the next day you are out. I did not want to be the troublemaker and the rebel here. It would be too risky for my employment status and job security. Thus, I continued delivering my face-to-face classes as directed by the University.” (Hadjisolomou et al., 2021, p. 8)

The fourth category, “impact of forced mobility and mental health for precariously employed academics”, was derived from four findings. Forced mobility often leads to an individual losing community, social circle, difficulty building personal relationships, inability to make long-term commitments or start a family leading to isolation, alienation, and emotional and psychological distress (Allmer, 2018; Rogler, 2019).

“Now I have to face a new change in my life and I am forced to leave my country and start all over again: new job, new friends, new everything. At 36 years old maybe I would prefer not to do so. If I had the chance I would be very happy to live here, but since I haven't had this chance…we'll leave and go to England. (Ex-postdoc STEM, Woman, 36)” (Bozzon et al., 2017, p. 342).



3.2.5. Impact of academic precarity on the university

The fifth synthesized finding is based on one category, “decreased university scholarship, research capacity, student support and social responsiveness”, supported by four findings. Universities experienced a decline in university scholarship, research capacity building, and social responsiveness because of the influx of casual academic staff in the institution. These academics lack office space and time to dedicate to student support; a lack of employment continuity and academic support further weakens the developing of sustained pedagogical relationships between students and academics; accountability measures are needed for public universities to ensure proper recruitment of experienced academic staff are employed in a permanent capacity to promote the development agenda of higher education (Leathwood and Read, 2020; Adewumi, 2021).

“It is sad that the university has taken a leap from corporate establishments whose goal is profit-driven rather than knowledge and solution-driven. The way we are employed and laid off is so embarrassing I must say. The way academics are retrenched is so draining and extremely difficult, especially for people with families to cater for. I mean, how can someone with higher qualifications like a PhD be treated in this manner? (IDI/13/2019).” (Adewumi, 2021, p. 22)

“It is not farfetched to link the influx of casual academics, whose responsibilities as academics do not include conducting research, to the dwindling research capacity and development of Nigerian universities (IDI/13/2019).” (Adewumi, 2021, p. 22)

“I am of the opinion that the research development of universities in Nigeria is losing its prominence. This is obvious since the large part of universities workforce are now recruited on casual basis and these people are relived from research activities. There is no way this will not affect the development agenda of universities; I have to be honest with you. I mean how do you explain a cohort of academics who only teach and not research to contribute to the research capacity and development of universities. So for me, the longer this academic casualization practice linger, the longer the development of universities will continue to wane (IDI/17/2019).” (Adewumi, 2021, p. 22)





4. Discussion and recommendations

This systematic qualitative review synthesizes the experiences of academics in precariously employed academic roles in HEIs into five findings. The review centers on studies published between 2010 and 2021, meeting the inclusion criteria. The findings indicate that precarity is created and perpetuated through structural changes in the global economy and the wider higher education global landscape. Global forces are changing the landscape and purpose of higher education globally (Blackham, 2020). Universities are increasingly managed with a neoliberal ideology, translating to corporate cost-cutting and commercializing universities (Blackham, 2020). These changes have benefitted university institutions at the expense of the employees. Precariously employed staff often bare the worse of these structural changes and university management models. A recommendation would be for university management should reassess their employment practices and the impact on the staff. Human resource management has to proactively look at measures to combat the adverse effects of temporary employment contracts and the impact on the wellbeing of staff that is excluded from employment-related benefits.

Widespread labor market trends caused changes in neoliberal capitalism, historically leading to a rise in casualisation, devaluation, and feminisation of care work (Boris and Klein, 2012). This led to the growing practice of employing temporary and part-time academics to conduct core university activities to save on permanent employment costs (Greenaway and Haynes, 2003; Blackham, 2020). The effect of precarious academic employment is evident on the employee and the institution. Universities are saving on costs consequently precariously employed academics are having to pay the price for university employment practices. Why is it that universities are progressively moving to casualisation of academic staff without taking into account the impact on employees?

The findings also emphasize the need for individuals to develop coping strategies to endure precarious employment in higher education. To survive the temporary, unstable, and insecure employment conditions, individuals must develop agency, resilience, accountability, confidence, and optimism to withstand and (hopefully) thrive in uncertain and unpredictable employment conditions (Lengelle, 2016; Allmer, 2018; Loveday, 2018; Stoica et al., 2019; Voulvouli, 2019; Bone, 2021; McKenzie, 2021b).

Resilience could aid the individual in their struggle with precarious employment; however, this could lead to a lack of solidarity among colleagues and peers, disregarding the structural precarity dimensions (Stoica et al., 2019). Pedersen et al. (2003) established that insecurity is linked to uncertain work continuity, lack of autonomy over tasks, the strain of being available 24/7, income insecurity, and the effects of unequal treatment. Compared to permanent employees, this poses a significant stressor in the lives of precarious employees.

Building the capacities to withstand these conditions and effects could aid in combating possible harm caused. Malenfant (2007) explored the effect of insecure employment on employees' wellbeing. The author illustrated the adverse influence of intermittent work and the association between insecurity and continuous job searching on employees' mental health. Ill health is associated with employment-related stress, a lack of access to employee medical benefits, and employees constantly forcing themselves to obtain and sustain employment (Clarke et al., 2007). Forms of employment that deviate from the standard benefits and protection offered in typical employment are harmful to people's health and wellbeing (Matilla-Santander et al., 2021). Precariousness was linked to poor mental and physical health (Julià et al., 2017).

What is the role and responsibility of the employer (University) in this employment relationship and how can they be held accountable for the employment conditions they create? This is perhaps an opportunity for Human Resource practitioners to formulate initiatives that are geared toward the needs of precariously employed academics. For example, having career development and career pathing available to temporary and contract staff allowing them to advance their qualifications, skills, expertise and overall career prospects.

The findings further displayed the gendered dimensions shaping employment precarity in academia. Women and other marginalized groups were more willing to accept temporary/part-time employment, indicating more perseverance in securing permanent employment (Ivancheva et al., 2019; O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019). Precariousness proved to be socially distributed with a disproportionate effect on groups employed in precarious, vulnerable employment. These groups include the youth, women, foreign nationals, and individuals from lower socio-economic conditions, leading to critical health implications (Julià et al., 2017).

According to Arat-Koc (1997) and Bakan and Stasiulus (1997), women, immigrants, and people of color continue to occupy more precarious employment roles in the labor market. Cranford et al. (2003) established an over-representation of women in precarious employment, fashioned by constant gender inequalities in households. This leads to women holding more responsibilities for unpaid care work compared to their male counterparts. The academic culture appears more favorable to men with no care and family responsibilities. They have the time to build publication records and bolster their résumés for career promotional activities (Chan, 2013; Ivancheva et al., 2019; McKenzie, 2021b).

Research verifies that men mostly engage in precarious employment to pursue further education and professional development. Few men make the trade-off between part-time work to caregiving work. Conversely, women mostly engage in temporary and part-time work to balance and organize caregiving and family responsibilities (Women in Canada, 2001; Vosko, 2002).

Stone and Lovejoy (2004) established that highly driven female career academics exited the labor force; two-thirds confirmed a lack of support from their husbands in household care responsibilities. When women start a family, they encounter the “maternal wall” leading to sacrificing their career advancement (Correll et al., 2007). Female academics experience career sacrifices for successive childbirths and other career-related responsibilities (Mason et al., 2013).

How can universities respond to these challenges experienced by women in precarious academic roles? Historically, marginalized groups have always endured these challenges why are knowledge and solution-driven institutions not rising to eradicate and minimize the effects of these conditions instead of perpetuating them? Universities could offer funding opportunities to minority groups and other marginalized individuals to begin to readdress the inequalities and marginalization experienced by temporary and contract staff. Universities could reassess their policies on promotion criteria, to not unfairly discriminate and or exclude women who could not advance their publication record or qualification due to household care and family responsibilities.

The findings emphasize the stark working conditions and influence of precarious employment on academics. The conditions reported ranged from: undervalued, underpaid, insufficient income, job insecurity, a lack of recognition, a lack of access to employment benefits, vulnerable to harassment, exploitation, a lack of legal standing, a lack of autonomy, a lack of control, unrealistic workloads, stress and anxiety, and a lack of development opportunities (Bozzon et al., 2017; Allmer, 2018; O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019; Rogler, 2019; Schwaller, 2019; Stoica et al., 2019; Miller and Struve, 2020; Adewumi, 2021; Hadjisolomou et al., 2021).

Precarious employment is observed as a social determinant of health. Employment conditions affect employees, their families, and the community's health (Benach et al., 2014). Empirical exploration into job insecurity consistently indicates a link between mental ill-health and perceived job loss/insecure employment (De Witte, 1999; Sverke et al., 2002; Ferrie et al., 2008). Studies established that fixed-term contracts have adverse effects on the health outcomes of employees concerning burnout, occupational injuries, mental health issues, increase in sickness absence (Joyce et al., 2010). University policies could be redesigned to include temporary and contract staff in receiving medical and health benefits to assist employees to manage their health and wellbeing.

The findings referenced the influence of academic precarity on university institutions. The influence of continued employment in temporary and part-time capacities decreases university scholarship, research capacity building, student support, and the ability to be socially responsive (Leathwood and Read, 2020; Adewumi, 2021). For universities in developing countries, these factors are aspirational goals in readdressing past inequalities (Adewumi, 2021).



5. Limitations

This review only included studies reported in English—studies reporting in other languages were excluded. The restriction on other languages could lead to disregarded research. An effort was made to identify related research studies, and systematic screening and search; however, some studies could have been overlooked. This review included studies published between 2010 to 2021. Future reviews could include a dissimilar timeline to create further understanding of the experiences of precariously employed academics in HEIs. The findings emphasized in this review were mainly conducted in the Northern hemisphere, with only one study being conducted in an African context. Future reviews and studies could approach this divergence in the literature to emphasize the experiences of precariously employed academics in African HEIs.



6. Conclusions

The findings of this review present a stark overview of the experiences of academics in precarious employment positions in HEIs. Most of the findings are based on HEIs in developed economies and mostly in the Northern hemisphere. Dominant themes from the findings emphasize employees' desire and hope for more secure and permanent employment. Several of these precariously employed academics felt overwhelmed, vulnerable, exploited, stressed, anxious, and exhausted with their employment conditions. They operate in unstable and insecure positions with no guarantees of secure or permanent employment. Several must contend with the structural implications of neoliberal systems that universities operate under. The collective experience is mutual among several participants in the included studies. The human resource department and university management must critically assess how their policies and practices influence this category of employees to combat the adverse effects of continued job insecurity and employment instability.
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Seven findings support this category. Examples include:

Precarious employment compels employees to “self-financialise and plan for periods of unemployment
or underemployment because of the temporary nature of their employment” (Chan, 2013). However,
self-financialisation also undermines an individual’s capacity to conduct the necessary financial
calculations required to survive changes in the global economy. This contraction leads to “dependence
and powerlessness” (Chan, 2013). Settling for precarious employment contracts leads to loss of pay and
long-term pension insecurity (Ivancheva et al., 2019). A lack of salary increases to combat inflation led
to financial dependency (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019)

Four findings support this category. Examples include:

Often individuals are left with little choice but to play the game of a system that perpetuates the
conditions of precarity (Stoica et al., 2019). Participants speak about “cruel optimism” and being in a
“vicious circle” they silently perpetuate because of the externalities of their profession and in a
“neoliberal” system (Voulvouli, 2019)

Three findings support this category: Examples include:
Non-Tenure Track instructors rarely qualify for development opportunities because of their
non-tenure-track status (Miller and Struve, 2020). Precariously employed academics are also
encountered with a lack of adequate knowledge, ambiguous information and lack of work opportunities
and development (Allmer, 2018). The escalation and acceleration of academic work have especially
been detrimental to casualised academics who lack power and status, which means they are at the
bottom of the hierarchy for teaching allocations, grant funding and development opportunities
(Leathwood and Read, 2020)

Structural conditions create
competitive and negative
consequences for those
precarious employed despite
dedication to their institutions

Seven findings support this category. Examples include:

The ongoing trend in higher education toward corporatisation, globalization and marketisation has
resulted in effective strategies encompassing various opportunities and threats for those in precarious
academic employment, including forced mobility, unrealistic workloads, work-life imbalance,
relationships sacrifices, and inability to do long-term planning (Izharuddin, 2018). Often contract
academics are employed to teach particular courses to cut costs and avoid permanent employment
costs. The continued process of precarisation is affecting both the daily working activities and the
personal lives of early-career researchers with their career prospects influenced (Bozzon et al,, 2017).
The number of academic posts has not proportionally increased with the rise in applicants; therefore,
the competition for these limited posts has substantially increased (Rogler, 2019)

Precarious employment
conditions create stress,
anxiety, fear, and
embarrassment at the
continuous employment
screening and applying for
new employment contracts

Precariously employed
academics need to develop
individual agency to
withstand precarious
employment

Precarious employment in
academia requires a high level
of optimism and hope

Precarious employment in
academia requires confidence
in your abilities, resilience and
accountability

Two findings support this category. Examples include:

Participants fear unemployment and the risk of being made redundant as an academic. Therefore,
several constantly screening the job market applying for new posts in the market is stressful,
time-consuming, and embarrassing (Allmer, 2018). Stories of leaving, resigning and returning and
staying indicate how acutely precariousness is felt and experienced among academics. Concerning
resigning—this is coupled with emotions of fear, loss, pain, anger, grief, shame and longing (McKenzie,
2021a)

Three findings support this category. Examples include:

Academics need to manage their time effectively, set stretching goals, and take more risks in pursuing
excellence; therefore, the need to develop individual agency is paramount, yet academics still have to
contend with structural limitations under which they have to operate (Loveday, 2018). Participants
indicated a dedication to securing employment and the recognition, rewards and benefits that come
with permanent employment (Bone, 2021). “cruel optimism” was at play as participants employed
coping strategies to manage their precarious employment conditions and the challenges that
accompany them (Bone, 2021)

Nine findings support this category. Examples include:

Participants often contemplate how long they can survive in these precarious employment roles hoping
things might change in their academic and personal lives. However, the pressure to perform remains
(Stoica et al, 2019). Having to prove your worth constantly is exhausting. “At the end of the day, the
system is ready to replace you as soon as the contract expires, offering nothing more than ‘unemployed
excellence” (Stoica et al., 2019). Participants expressed emotions of continuously having to bounce back
and forth between hope and desire for more secure and permanent employment and the fear of never
attaining these goals (Voulvouli, 2019). The majority of participants hope to attain a job and economic
security (Allmer, 2018)

Seven findings support this category. Examples include:

Participants attributed any success they achieved to “chance and luck”, indicating a lack of
self-confidence in their capabilities. Also, ascribing “chance” to failures indicate a lack of responsibility
for the individual’s role in that failure (Loveday, 2018). “We must learn individually and collectively
how to tell a different tale about our working lives.” (Lengelle, 2016). Precariously employed academics
must e resilient and flexible (various spheres of their lives) and be able to manage diverse types of
expected and unexpected situations, continuously adapt to life-altering circumstances and stressful and
pressurized work conditions, ravaged by invisibility and alienation, mental health challenges and job
insecurity are all prominent aspects of precarity (Stoica et al,, 2019). Participants find themselves
overwhelmed by having to constantly overcome challenges, endure and cope with setbacks, work
pressures, policies and politics that influence their work and working conditions (Voulvouli, 2019)

Gendered dimensions shaping
employment precarity in
academia

‘Women are more inclined to
accept precarious
employment roles in HEIs

Job insecurity is especially
prevalent among women and
marginalized groups in HEIs

Academia is fashioned in a
masculine mold

Precarious employment
promotes and reinforces
gendered personal relations

Types of contracts/Pay
prevalent in HEIs

‘Women often spent more
years in precarious academic
roles than their male
counterparts

Five findings support this category. Examples include:

‘Women constitute most of the precarious roles within various other sectors and academia (O’Keefe and
Courtois, 2019). Women were concentrated in temporary employment hourly paid or pro-rata and
zero-hours contracts (O’Keefe and Courtois, 2019). Men, however, most likely were offered annually or
multi-year contracts (O’Keefe and Courtois, 2019). Men mostly retain the top positions, with women
making up the lower ranks in precarious academic roles (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019). Feminized
academic precarity broadens structural inequality (O’Keefe and Courtois, 2019)

Four findings support this category: Examples include:

Women experienced marginalization and were side-lined in their academic profession, being treated as
“non-citizens” (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019). Marginalized groups, i.c. women and people of color, felt
like their status as marginalized identities provided a good status for the university; however these
individual groups did not benefit from these associations as they experienced job insecurity that comes
with the temporary positions they hold in the institutions even in so far as to teach outside of their areas
of expertise (Miller and Struve, 2020). Academics marginalized and from the lower ranks of academia
are the most affected by the “short-term rationalities” (Leathwood and Read, 2020). Female researchers
in academia experience both flexibility and job insecurity, especially women (Allmer, 2018)

Five findings support this category. Examples include:

A major theme is the intersection between paid work and care work among female academics. The
global academic market is modeled after a “carefree masculine ideal of competitive performance,
availability 24/7, and mobility” (Ivancheva et al., 2019). Women who do not ascribe to the masculine
ideals suffer employment precarity and are over-represented in fixed-term and part-time employment
(Ivancheva et al, 2019). Women have to sacrifice their careers or put their careers on hold because of
care work (Chan, 2013). Women who follow these organizational demands must sacrifice their
relationships and “experience care-led affective precarity”. The experience is that women often have to
sacrifice their professional careers to prioritize caring for children and the household” (Ivancheva et al.,,
2019)

Five findings support this category. Examples include:

Participants experienced that their partners and family members both limit and facilitate their academic
careers with precarious employment fostering and reinforcing gendered personal relations. Factors,
such as parenthood, gender, and access to financial support from family and partners heavily influenced
participants’ experiences (McKenzie, 2021b). Young female researchers expressed emotions of not
competing with colleagues; therefore, she has to continue with precarious employment roles because of
their responsibility as a single parent and feels disadvantaged in academia (Allmer, 2018)

Two findings support this category. Examples include:

A temporary yet full-time contract is generally paid less than a permanent contract but comes with a
living wage and short-term stability. However, part-time contracts are paid less and are shorter. Hourly
paid work is the most exploitative paid work in higher education, with the employee often paid a
meager sum per contract hour only and with no sick leave and other employment benefits (O’Keefe and
Courtois, 2019). Other arrangements entail the worker having a permanent contract but still being
employed on a zero-hour basis with fluctuating remuneration. Some employees were paid daily,
self-employed, or a combination of various forms of work (O’Keefe and Courtois, 2019)

Three findings support this category. Examples include:

‘Women have often spent more years working in the sector than men and are often still in precarious
employment than their male counterparts; therefore, women have a more acute history of sustained
employment precarity. Many female respondents reported downward career mobility (O'Keefe and
Courtois, 2019). More women are “stuck” in precarious academic employment and are often less likely
to be considered for better employment positions in academia (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019)

Impact of precarious
employment on academics

Impact of academic precarity
on the university

Precariously employed
academics experience poor
working conditions

Precariously employed
academics experience blurred
lines between work and
personal lives

Seven findings support this category. Examples include:

Participants experienced working under poor conditions, feel their work is undervalued and not
recognized, disregarded, lacking legal standing, lacking access to employment benefits and social
recognition because of precarious employment status (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019). Two types of
casualisation practices—contract and part-time work with various challenges, including low pay, job
insecurity, lack of medical and other work benefits (Adewumi, 2021). Participants reported worries of
job insecurity, lack of career prospects, insufficient pay and lack of economic and social security,
increasing competition and the burden of continuous job applications because of the temporary nature
of their employment status (Allmer, 2018). Experiences of academics employed in precarious roles
include—pay not sufficient to cover the basic cost of living; non-paid work; negotiating precarious
professional development opportunities; lack of professional recognition and development (Schwaller,
2019). Non-tenure track instructors perceive themselves as “heavy-lifters” in the academy with
frequently high workloads from various high-enrollment courses (Miller and Struve, 2020)

Four findings supported this category. Examples include:

They are being vulnerable yet prepared to accept endless academic traveling, working under highly
pressutized conditions and continuously applying for funding with blurred lines between work and free
time—Dbeing workaholics as a solution (Stoica et al,, 2019). The experience of encroachment of work on
their personal lives regarding time and space. Having to adopt a “long hours’ culture”, being available
24/7, often working at night, over the weekends and on off days, holidays just to meet deadlines, keep
up with emails and lesson planning (Bozzon et al., 2017). “The boundaries between work and other life
spheres seem to be weak, in an ambiguous exchange between work vocation and precariousness.”
(Bozzon etal,, 2017)

Precariously employed
academics experience unfair
and unrealistic work
expectations

Impact of forced mobility and
mental health for precariously
employed academics

Decreased university
scholarship and research
capacity building, student
support and social
responsiveness

Nine findings support this category. Examples include:

The feeling of being exploited in the sense of being expected to work while sick, pressure from the line
manager to continue to work, staff shortages, and being an inconvenience by being sick (Hadjisolomou
etal, 2021). This is perceived as a normal requirement in academia, especially for those employed in
temporary, precarious contracts (Hadjisolomou et al,, 2021). Experiences of emotions of vulnerability
to management decisions (Hadjisolomou et al., 2021). Participants also felt that the preparation time
required for teaching and research is not sufficiently remunerated (Allmer, 2018). The short-term
temporalities influence the time these academics have to prepare for teaching, innovation and designing
curricula and pedagogical interventions (Leathwood and Read, 2020). Participants also often
experienced requirements of work without pay and any other remuneration, especially among the
younger academics (Allmer, 2018)

Four findings support this category. Examples include:
Precarity because of insufficient income and lack of career opportunities in academia has further been
exacerbated by international mobility. Forced mobility often leads to losing one’s community, and
social circle and difficulty building personal and social relationships, leading to alienation and isolation
(Rogler, 2019). “The high personal costs of being mobile and people’s experiences of feeling rootless,
sometimes isolated and unable to form long-term relationships, obtain mortgages or have children,
especially from women scientists” (Rogler, 2019). Feelings of emotional and psychological distress,
non-existent social life, strained work relationships and non-recognition are some effects of precarious
employment conditions on employees (Allmer, 2018). Prolonged experiences of stress and exhaustion
had serious health consequences for participants (Allmer, 2018)

Four findings support this category. Examples include:

The universities experience decreased university scholarship and research capacity building and
declining social responsiveness because of the influx of casual academic staff in the institutions
(Adewumi, 2021). Often these casualised academics lack office space or allocated time for tutorials, have
serious consequences for student support and success (Leathwood and Read, 2020). The lack of
continuity and security characteristic of precarious employment further endangers the developing of
valuable pedagogical relationships for students and academics (Leathwood and Read, 2020). The need
for accountability measures in place for public universities by the government departments on the
employment of casualised academic staff emphasizes the need to recruit experienced academic staff in a
permanent capacity to promote the development agenda of the tertiary institutions (Adewumi, 2021)
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