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This paper presents results of a survey of the experiences of Early Career
Researchers in geomorphology, earth and environmental sciences. We find
evidence of multi-directional pressures that have materially negative
effects on life choices for all responses, as well as gendered differences to
responses. The paper puts forward a set of recommendations under four
themes: improving policies on parental leave and flexible working;
formalising and improving mentorship; transparency on pay and

promotion; more considerate recruitment procedures.

Main benefits of an academic career: Worst elements of an academic career:
skills oy ;
~aclirity workload
opport’ur‘n‘tlcs | tine ; Se LI_U It )’
. researcn ‘ job security

manage i bilit
man o ob ability

students flexibility ability J research p

wve move



24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

45

46

47

Abstract

There is growing concern in Higher Education around job security, work-life
balance and inequalities, and early career academics must make difficult
trade-offs and life choices. Ample literature confirms that women
navigating academia face additional challenges. Few studies have sought
to connect contractual circumstances, employment priorities and their
impacts on the life choices of individual academics. We report results from
a survey exploring the experiences of 48 Early Career Researchers
traversing the academic ladder in geomorphology and earth/environmental
science and contextualise these findings by drawing on personal
experiences and wider literature. Overall, we find evidence of multi-
directional pressures that have materially negative effects on life choices,
including concern amongst men and women that academic employment is
a barrier to living where and with whom one may want to. The scale of
precarity amongst survey respondents is stark in terms of years on fixed-
term contracts (maximum 10), individual contracts held (maximum 14) and
number of different institutions (maximum 6). Overall, women respondents
opted to spend fewer years on precarious contracts, which will amplify the
leaky pipeline and gender gaps at more senior levels. We also find that
women put somewhat more emphasis on job security when applying for
academic posts. Perceived institutional prestige was a low priority for the
majority of respondents. We also find notable divergences between career
advice given by more senior colleagues and the priorities of those seeking

guidance. Our results furthermore infer that men were generally more



48

49

50

51

52

53

54

55

56

57

58

59

60

61

62

63

64

65

66

67

68

69

70

71

satisfied by financial aspects of university employment. Drawing on input
from survey respondents, we put forward a set of recommendations under
four themes: improving policies on parental leave and flexible working;
formalising and improving mentorship; transparency on pay and
promotion; more considerate recruitment procedures. We believe these
recommendations are within the scope of action by departments,

laboratories and research groups.

Keywords: academia, academic progression, early career,

geomorphology, women

1. INTRODUCTION

Grappling with uncertainty has seemingly become an essential criterion
when choosing an academic occupation, especially during the early career
stages. Concerns around precarity and working conditions in higher
education have intensified prior to and through the COVID-19 pandemic
(UCU, 2020; OECD, 2021). After earning a PhD, short-term contracts are
commonplace, ostensibly to build experience and publication records to
make oneself competitive for open-ended contracts. This is a function of a
highly competitive and saturated job market (Etmanski et al., 2017).
Furthermore, an increasing number of short-term teaching-focused
positions are being advertised (certainly in the UK), as a response to
growing student numbers in universities. This type of contract reduces

research-related time, making it more difficult to align with the “publish or
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perish” narrative (Forrester, 2021). A career path outside of academia is
seen as less desirable by some, with doctorates finding it difficult to know

how to market their skillsets (Powell, 2018).

Nerad and Cerny (1999) and Bazeley (2003) recommended universities
take steps to create more stable working conditions to improve the
experience of Early Career Researchers (ECR) almost 20 years ago. Whilst
some improvements may have been made, work pressures continue to
cause deep-rooted concern amongst ECRs (Woolston, 2019). Traversing an
academic career undoubtedly brings benefits for some (e.g. living and
working in different locations; flexibility and challenges in academic
endeavour), for others this insecurity and transient employment can lead
to stress, decline in mental wellbeing and difficulties with personal
circumstances and making life decisions (Dorenkamp and WeiB, 2018;
Ekine, 2018; Mudrak et al., 2018). A special issue on ‘ECRs and Changing
working conditions in academia’ in the journal Higher Education Policy
(Woéhrer, 2014) provides a number of in-depth articles on the general
challenges that ECRs face, covering topics such as work-life balance,

stability, mobility, supervision and publishing.

The term ECR is used widely in the literature and generally refers to a
person at the beginning of their academic career, although there is no
single definition. UK Research Councils and funding bodies as well as

learned societies (such as the European Geosciences Union and American
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Geophysical Union) tend to define an ECR in terms of length of time since
completion of a doctorate, with a range extending from 3 to 10 years and
the most common timescale being 5 years post-PhD. Extenuating
circumstances that lengthens this period may be given to those who have
taken a career break due to illness or parental/caregiving duties (Akram
and Pflaeger Young, 2021). Length of employment is a common
categorisation for ECR, but Laudel and Glaser (2008) consider time in
employment an imprecise measure, since increasing casualisation has seen
a growth in casual teaching only appointments or short-term research
positions funded through grant money. Bazeley (2003) also found that
academics who self-defined as ECR commonly did so on the basis that they
lacked experience, competence and/or confidence to undertake
independent projects or that they had not yet completed or only recently

completed their PhD.

The challenges of being a woman in academia have also been widely
discussed in the literature (Bono et al., 2019; Casad et al., 2020; Huang et
al., 2020) and often intersect with other aspects of identity including racial
diversity, sexuality, disability and class (Dowey et al., 2021). The tendency
for women to leave academia prematurely is well-established (Gasser and
Shaffer, 2014), sometimes described as the ‘leaky pipeline’. There are a
multitude of factors at play (see Huang et al., 2020), including barriers to
equal research recognition (Witteman et al., 2019) and promotion (Baker,

2010). Gender bias is also rife in the delivery of education in academia,
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with ample literature highlighting that ECR women are perceived as less
experienced and less of an authority on their subject matter, which is
reflected in poorer student evaluation scores for women (e.g. Mengel et al.,

2017).

Looking specifically at the earth and environmental sciences, the same
challenges and benefits exist (Tooth and Viles, 2021). These fields have a
historical masculine legacy and dominance (Bono et al., 2019), with science
subjects often viewed as tough, competitive and impersonal. Marin-Spiotta
et al. (2020) describe the gendered nature of the geosciences (mostly from
a US perspective), notably highlighting a general lack of diversity and
hostile environments faced by under-represented groups. Field and
laboratory work, which are often critical components of an academic career
in earth and environmental sciences, present specific challenges from a
gendered perspective welcoming and normalising the able-bodied (Jokinen

and Caretta, 2016; Greene et al., 2021).

In this paper, we aim to provide a balanced analysis of the experiences of
early career academics who currently or have previously classified
themselves as geomorphologists, environmental scientists and
geoscientists, focusing on the post-PhD experience. For the purposes of this
work, and drawing on the definitions of ECRs discussed above, we have
defined an ECR as an individual within 10 years of being awarded their

doctorate. This should encapsulate most existing classifications of ECRs and
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ensure we capture those who may have taken extended periods of time out
from their direct career development. Many of those working in, or closely
with, academia will be familiar with personal or anecdotal evidence about
career progression in this discipline, but there have been few studies of
academic career experiences that integrate personal and external data to
evaluate this in more detail. Drawing on a mixed-methods approach using
textual and graphical analysis of survey data and our own personal
experiences, we explore the challenges and merits of the academic career
trajectory. Our specific objectives are:

e Identify the challenges and benefits of being an ECR with a focus on
those working in environmental and geo-sciences;

e Evaluate the current situation faced by ECRs and explore the ways in
which employment prospects and realities influence individuals’ life
plans, goals and choices;

e Analyse to what extent and in which ways being a woman in the
environmental and geosciences intensifies or exacerbates those
challenges and opportunities;

e Put forward a set of recommendations for improvement ,relevant and

actionable by fellow earth and environmental scientists.

To provide context for the discussion, the authors must acknowledge their
identity and personal experiences to recognise any unconscious bias. The
authors are all white and cis-gender, identifying as three females and one

male. They studied for undergraduate and postgraduate degrees (Master’s
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and PhD) in the earth and environmental sciences fields at primarily UK
institutions. Two of the authors are currently on temporary contracts and
two are on permanent contracts. All authors have undertaken multiple
temporary, short-term contracts post-PhD. In accordance with our ECR
definition of 10 years post-PhD, three authors are classified as an ECR and
the other no longer sits in this category. One author has a child, has
experience of taking a period of parental leave during a fixed-term contract
and at the time of writing is preparing to take another period of leave with
a second child. The authors recognise that they have a specific set of
privileges and experiences, which people with other intersectional identities
may not. The survey data in this study should assist in providing a more

balanced analysis of intersectionality, but it will be by no means exhaustive.

2. METHODOLOGY AND METHODS

We applied a dual approach to gather information about the thoughts,
feelings and experiences that ECRs have regarding the benefits and
challenges of continuing with a career in academia after earning a
doctorate. We drew on our own experiences and supplemented this with an
extended survey (approximately 30 minutes) which was designed by the
authors and given ethical approval by King’s College London. The survey
was posted on Microsoft Office Forms and advertised by the authors
through their networks, including relevant Learned Societies, email lists

and Twitter. The survey was open to earth and environmental scientists
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who had completed their PhD in the last 10 years and then went on to be
employed in a substantive role at a university for some or all of those years
(i.e., as a minimum held a contract for 6 months or longer, either fixed
term or permanent/open-ended). We encouraged participation from both
those who continued working in universities in any role (professional
services, research, teaching, technical, laboratory-based) after this initial
employment as well as those who have since left to pursue a career outside

of universities.

The survey consisted of 55 questions, comprising a mix of Likert-scale and
open-ended types that encouraged free-flowing comments. The survey
covered the following sections: background information, information about
the respondents’ academic career, their experiences of being an ECR, the
day-to-day job demands and expectations and the job application process.
A final section asked respondents to comment on the benefits and
challenges of being an ECR, and in particular how these impact women,
and to outline what actions they would recommend could be taken at an
‘immediately actionable level (i.e., as individuals, research groups,
departments)’ to better support women working in academia. The
guestionnaire was structured with branching to enable additional and
targeted questions for those who have left academia for their reasons

behind the career change.
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Quantitative analysis was performed on the Likert-scale questions and the
open-ended questions were assessed for key trends using word clouds and
coded using axial (thematic) coding as defined by Wicks (2012). For all
questions the trends were evaluated across all responses and then
disaggregated by gender and other key characteristics (i.e., career stage,

country etc).

3. MAIN FINDINGS

3.1 Who and what is an ECR?

Given the variation in the definition of what constitutes an ECR we asked
respondents whether they considered themselves to be an ECR within the
timeframe that we set (i.e., 10 years from PhD award). 16.7% of
respondents felt that they no longer classified themselves as an ECR; all of
these were respondents from the UK, had completed their PhD over 5 years
prior and 50% had since left academia. The most common definition of an
ECR is 5 years employment post-PhD but of our respondents who were 5-
6 years post-PhD 88.9% of this group still considered themselves as an
ECR, with 50% of those with 7+ years of experience also self-identifying as
ECR. Interestingly, all female respondents with 5-6 years post-PhD felt that
they were still ECR, but half of those identifying as non-ECR in the 7+ years
group of respondents were female. This highlights the complicated and
individualistic nature of academic career progression, and aligns with the

findings of Bazeley (2003) that personal experience and confidence is
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important when self-defining career stage. As suggested by Bosanquet et
al. (2016) when defining ECR it may be more appropriate to combine
objective measures (such as doctoral candidature or completion, length of
university employment, and/or research output) with subjective indicators

to acknowledge the complex and conditional nature of entering academia.

3.2 General survey

We received 48 complete responses to the survey, comprising 32 women,
14 men and two who preferred not to say. Respondents show an even
spread across years since completion (Table 1), with most falling in the age
range 30-39. In terms of contractual status, 25 respondents hold a fixed-
term contract and 13 have a secure, permanent post. We note a mixture
of terminology is used across UK HE to denote “permanent” contracts;
“open-ended” or “indefinite” are also common. Ten respondents now work
outside academia but held at least one substantive university role since

PhD completion.
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Table 1. Survey respondent demographics

Respondent age Years since PhD completion
Age range Number of Years Number of responses
responses
20-29 6 1-2 11
30-39 39 3-4 14
40-49 2 5-6 9
50-59 1 7-8 6
60 or older 0 9-10 8

3.3 Contractual status

On average, respondents spend just under four years on fixed-term
contracts (median = 3.5), often across multiple institutions (Table 2; Figure
1). This masks the reality that ECRs can spent up to ten years on numerous
(max = 14) separate fixed-term contracts. All three metrics plotted in
Figure 1 showed divergence between women and men, with women holding
fewer contracts and for shorter periods of time in total. Wilcoxon tests show
a significant difference (p < 0.05) between the number of years women
and men spend as fixed-term employees (number of contracts and number
of institutions are non-significant). These values will be influenced by
respondents who have completed their PhDs more recently so we
recalculated for respondents at least five years since PhD award. This
confirms (p < 0.01) a tendency for men to spend more years than women
on fixed-term contracts (Theall and Franklin, 2001). These findings infer
that, overall, women are less keen on traversing an ECR pathway that is

rooted in protracted precarity. There are many plausible reasons for this,
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not least that — from our experience — moving is a non-trivial undertaking,

especially when a life partner or family must be accommodated.

# of contracts # of institutions Years on fixed-term contracts

101

Number

5- -

aﬁ{gﬁ- 7]

All 5+ Years 5+ Years All 5+ Years

- Men E Women

Figure 1. A summary of the contractual circumstances for survey respondents,
disaggregated by gender. Because the values for 'All” will be influenced by
respondents who have been awarded their PhDs recently, we recomputed each
plot for respondents who are at least five years since PhD award.

To explore the prevalence of short-term contracts for ECRs in further detail,
the responses were disaggregated based on the respondents’ time in
academia (Table 2). Reported duration of short-term contracts varied from
7 months to 5 years, and even in the first couple of years of an academic
career some ECRs had already held five short term contracts (Table 2).
Those having had a longer academic career since their PhD had moved
institutions more often and had spent a significant portion of their career

on short-term contracts. Only 30% of respondents had stayed at the same

institution, illustrating that moving is a necessity for the majority of ECRs.

13
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Of those based in the UK, 35% moved to a different town or city to take up
their first university post after their PhD award, 19% moved to a different
country and only 14% moved institution but not their primary address. This
compares to ECRs currently based in other countries (i.e., not currently
working in the UK) where 42% moved to a different town or city post-PhD,
33% moved to a different country and none recorded having moved
institutions without relocating. The respondents who had left academia
corresponded with those holding the highest number of short-term
contracts, highlighting the impact that job insecurity can have on retention
rates of ECRs. The contractual status of our survey respondents re-affirms

the scale of precarity amongst ECRs in UK Higher Education.

Table 2. Contractual circumstances for survey respondents disaggregated by time
in academia.

Time in Number of fixed- Total number of Number of different
academia term contracts held years on fixed-term institutions
contracts

Mean Min Max Mean Min Max Mean Min Max

1-2 years 2.5 1 5 1.3 <1 2 1.1 1 2
3-4 years 2.9 1 5 3 <1 4 1.7 1 4
5-6 years 6.1 1 14 4.7 1 6 2.1 1 4
7-8 years 3 2 4 4.2 2.5 6 2.3 1 4
9-10 years 5.3 2 8 6.1 3 10 2.6 1 6

14
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3.4 Experience of being an Early Career Researcher

ECRs consider their work at universities to be detrimental to many key life
stages (Figure 2). Women and men considered their ECR roles to have
made it particularly hard to live where they wanted to, to provide security
for the future and start a family. Although each question received overall
negative responses, there were some notable gender differentials. Women
were notably more concerned by factors linked to their personal life, such
as meeting and living with a partner, starting a family and living where they
want to. Men were somewhat more positive than women about financial
considerations, including salary, pensions and future security. It is
important to consider the uneven gender distribution of respondents to this
survey as a factor in this analysis, in addition to the notion that women are
more likely to respond to surveys, especially on topics of particular concern
(Smith, 2008). Nevertheless, the challenges posed by ECR employment are
clear and seemingly of greater concern to women, which is mirrored by a

wide literature (Bono et al., 2019; Webster and Caretta, 2019).
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Figure 2. Responses to Likert-scale questions on life experiences as an Early
Career Researcher (ECR). White numerals at the base of each bar denote the total
number of responses to that question.

3.5 The job application process

The precarity of ECR employment leads to a tough balancing act between
delivering outputs attractive to future employers and spending time
completing job applications. From our experience, preparing and submitting
each academic job application can take up to two days, plus more time to
prepare for a presentation and interview, if short-listed. We wanted to
explore what drives ECRs to apply for a particular position. Location of the
target institution appears to be the priority for women and men (Figure 3),
even ahead of contract length, type of role and potential to secure a
permanent (open-ended) post. At the same time, 50% of women and even

more men were essentially willing to apply for any academic position that
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they were eligible for. Our data suggest that women prioritised potential
job security more than men, with “length of contract” and
“permanent/open-ended contract” being key considerations for around

50% of women compared to 25-30% of men.

: Perceived Permanent
| needed Length of Lg??:]'g" prestige / Type of
ajob contract S of the open-ended contract
el institution contract

1001

754

504

Percentage (%)

251

Men -
Women A
Men -
Women
Men +
Women 4
Men 4
Women
Men -
Women A
Men +
Women

Unsure . Not a consideration . Somewhat of a consideration - Key consideration

Figure 3. Summary of respondents’ priorities when they last applied for a role at
a university. Examples of 'Type of contract’ include Teaching-focused, Research-
focused, Teaching & Research or a technical role.

Most surprising to us was the unimportance of prestige (Figure 3).
Perceived prestige is pervasive in academia: particular (groups of)
institutions, publishing in specific journals, and securing large research
grants seem to carry huge weight (Sutherland, 2017; Merga and Mason,
2021; Raja and Dunne, 2021). We interpret this as evidence that ECRs are

putting more emphasis on work-life balance and that ECR priorities
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continue to shift away from the established view of what constitutes and
how to forge a successful career in academia, which usually involves
judgement against a set of performative metrics (Sutherland, 2017). A
follow-up question revealed more starkly the continued mismatch between
ECR priorities and the career advice given by more senior colleagues. When
asked whether they had received advice from a colleague on the impact of
continuing to work at the same institution, 25 respondents indicated they
had and 88% of this advice was negative (Table 3). Moving is difficult (Bono
et al., 2019) yet there is a conflict with the perception in academia that you
need to move institution or indeed country to develop a strong career
(Teichler, 2015; Bono et al., 2019). This contradiction was further
magnified by 41% of respondents believing that holding a fixed-term
contract had or will positively influence the likelihood of securing a
permanent post at the same institution, a view shared by the authors.
Respondents also received predominantly (73%) negative advice when
applying for roles that don't fit this conventional view of ‘success’, including
lectureships at non-Russell Group institutions?!, technical or professional
services roles or teaching-focused posts. Academia needs to move away
sharply from notions that there is one pathway to success, usually idealised
as being PhD — post-doctoral researcher — Lecturer (Teaching and

Research), each post held at a highly ranked university. We encourage

! The Russell Group is an umbrella organisation in the UK that represents a collective of 24 ‘research-
intensive, world-class universities’ https://www.russellgroup.ac.uk/
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colleagues to keep these findings in mind when providing career advice and

sitting on recruitment panels.

3.6 Financial considerations as an ECR

Working at universities can require an array of financial outlays, including
conference attendance, fieldwork campaigns and moving costs. Some of
these costs may be covered by a grant, for example, but payment in
advance and reclaiming through an institutional expenses process is almost
always required. This can leave a colleague hundreds of pounds out of
pocket for many weeks. Moving costs will inevitably be exacerbated by
repeated relocations to take up multiple fixed-term contracts. One author,
for example, held positions at four different UK institutions in different
regions of the country within a six-year period. These financial
considerations are viewed negatively by at least 50% of all respondents
and especially (>75%) amongst women (Figure 4). Our previous data hints
that men are generally more satisfied by salary and/or have fewer financial
uncertainties (Figure 2). There are a number of potential explanations. This
difference could reflect gendered views and realities around disposable
income, wealth and savings (e.g. Weller and Tolson, 2020) and/or be a
function of the known gender pay gap in UK Higher Education (UCEA,
2021). Equally, women may have stronger views that conventional norms
in academia around finances, such as making hefty advance payments for
conference or field expenses and protracted waits for reimbursement are

unfair and/or unsustainable. We urge Principal Investigators, Heads of
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Department and others holding line management roles to be continually
aware of these concerns and, where it is necessary, colleagues in secure
and usually more senior positions should take the bulk of the responsibility
to pay up front and reclaim such costs. We also highlight here that more
protracted fixed-term contractual circumstances creates an unwelcome
feedback: ECRs will increasingly have to move to their next position with a
life partner and/or family, which is more challenging and will probably
increase their likelihood of ultimately leaving academia. This would worsen

the leaky pipeline.

7

5 -
Gender
504
. Men
Women
254
O -

Having to pay Having to pay Moving costs Purchasing The length of
in advance in advance for personal working time it took for
for conference fieldwork costs equipment expense claims to
expenses be reimbursed

Percentage (%)

Figure 4. Percentage of respondents who hold “somewhat negative” or
“extremely negative” views on a number of common financial considerations when
working in academia.

3.7 Viewpoints on an academic career
Respondents were asked their viewpoints on pursuing an academic career

as an ECR, incorporating both the positive and negative. The key words
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associated with the main perceived benefits are shown in Figure 5A and
these align with the axial coding themes for this question. The highest
response rates were around freedom and independence (48%: 43% of
these responses were from women) and the flexibility offered in an
academic job (48%: 70% of these responses were from women).
Interactions with colleagues came out as one of the key benefits (25%:
67% of these responses were from women), although interestingly this was
also listed as one of the worst elements (15%: 43% of these responses
were from women) with bullying and “old boys club” mentality listed as the
reasons behind this; highlighting the importance of a supportive work
environment for academics. The ability to continue learning and develop
skills (21%: 70% of these responses were from women), to undertake
research and do something beneficial (19%: 67% of these responses were
from women) and the variety of tasks associated with an academic career
(13%: 67% of these responses were from women), including teaching and
mentoring (15%: 86% of these responses were from women), were all seen
as benefits and lead to a stimulating and fulfilling career (17%: 13% of
these responses were from women). The pay and benefits (19%: 33% of
these responses were from women) and the opportunity to travel (15%:
86% of these responses were from women) were also highlighted. Women
therefore seem to appreciate the flexibility, continued professional
development and collegiate aspects of an academic career, as well as the
opportunity to undertake a variety of tasks and to travel more than the

male respondents.
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Figure 5. Top 25 most common words when respondents were asked to list the

“main benefits” (Panel A) and “worst element” (Panel B) of a career in academia.

In terms of the perceived worst aspects of an academic position the key
words from the responses are shown in Figure 5B. The highest responses
were all associated with aspects of employment; with the lack of job
security and short-term contracts (63%: 67% of these responses were
from women) the highest response, followed by expectations and pressure
of the role (48%: 17% of these responses were from women), precarity
around the lack of work-life balance, constant moving and inability to plan

for the future (48%: 68% of these responses were from women), and
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workload and working extra hours (40%: 68% of these responses were
from women). The stress association with life as an ECR and pursuing an
academic career and mental health and isolation aspects of the role were
highlighted by 29% of respondents (39% of these responses were from
women), as well as the stress associated with competition for jobs and
funding (21%: 100% of these responses were from women). A variety of
themes were highlighted by 15% of respondents, including flawed metrics
of success (29% of these responses were from women), lack of support
from the university (29% of these responses were from women) and the
pay and benefits (86% of these responses were from women). Pay and
benefits was therefore another factor that was seen as both a positive and
negative of an academic career but the majority of those seeing it as a
negative were women. Imposter syndrome was also seen as once of the
worst elements of an academic career by 8% respondents (50% of these
were women). Overall, there appears to be a gender split with regards to
the negative aspects of an academic career; with women concerned about
the job security, competitiveness and workload associated with these roles
as well as the pay and benefits, while the male respondents commented
more on the stress, pressure, level of institutional support and expectations

of the role.
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4. RECOMMENDATIONS
Drawing on the survey data and responses to an open-ended question
asking about priority actions, alongside our own experiences, we put

forward the following recommendations.

4.1 Improved parental leave and flexible working

Improving policies, attitudes and outcomes around parental leave and
flexible working opportunities was the most common priority, emphasised
by 25% of respondents. This is not a hew concept. There is ample and long-
standing evidence of a ‘motherhood penalty’ (Crabb and Ekberg, 2014), for
example, the need to demonstrate “total commitment to work life” in an
academic career can often be a barrier to part-time or flexible working
(Cannizzo et al., 2019, p.261). UK universities have been proactive at
updating policies in line with legislation, for example around shared
parental leave (UCEA, 2016 cited in ECU 2018). Nevertheless, there is stark
variance in parental leave conditions across different UK universities
(Epifanio and Troeger, 2020) and ECRs continue to perceive university
policies around parental leave and flexible working as being insufficient
(Crabb and Ekberg, 2014). A research priority should be to explore the
back-to-work experiences and longitudinal outcomes of academics who
have taken parental leave under revised policies. This should encompass
material outcomes, such as promotions, as well as feelings of inclusion and

fit in academia (Probert, 2005) after a period of leave. Some recent
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research (e.g., King et al., 2020) suggests the COVID-19 pandemic may
open society’s eyes, especially men, to the demands of caring
responsibilities that have traditionally been ‘invisible’ (Grummell et al.,
2009). How this influences women’s experiences of an academic career
should be monitored in the years ahead so that lessons can be learnt. We
also reiterate the need to ensure relevant policies are in place that apply to
colleagues on fixed-term contracts. In our experience, this manifests as
advisors at an institution not knowing whether or how a particular policy
applies to someone on a fixed-term contract, especially if the contract were

to expire during the period of leave.

4.2 Formalising and improving mentorship

Many respondents called for better mentorship opportunities. What
constitutes an academic mentor is complex (e.g. Sambunjak et al., 2010;
Garmire, 2021) but a growing body of literature stresses that inadequate
mentorship is a barrier to women progressing and thriving in an academic
post (Gardiner et al., 2007; Cross et al., 2019; Cardel et al., 2020; Casad
et al., 2020). Marin-Spiotta et al. (2020) similarly emphasise that peer-
mentoring networks can improve intersectional support for under-
represented groups. It is certainly our view that every ECR - and indeed all
university employees - should have a nominated individual as a mentor.
Anecdotally, this is not the case at all UK universities, and is an oversight
that ought to be rapidly rectified. A formal mentor could be a line manager

(e.g., Principle Investigator of a grant, Education Lead for teaching-focused
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positions) but we see value in separating career advice from direct
managerial oversight. What makes an effective mentor? Seniority or
established research excellence doesn’t inherently do so. Indeed Principle
Investigators as mentors may exacerbate power dynamics around co-
authorship of publications and other grant outputs, for example. One
respondent emphasised that having a mentor with a realistic sense of the
current realities of navigating university employment as an ECR was a
valued criterion. One author has a mentor from a different research domain
and has found this to be extremely valuable. A survey respondent
highlighted the importance of finding a mentor with similar views to your
own on what constitutes an appropriate work/life balance, regardless of
their respective genders. Alternatively, one may seek a mentor for
navigating academia more generally or identify someone well-placed to
support a specific process, such as a grant application to a particular
funding stream. Many departments could implement better communication
processes so ECRs can identify colleagues who may be well-informed on
particular grant schemes, perhaps having served as a peer reviewer or sat
on an awarding panel. Such information is rarely visible. Effective
mentorship underpins a positive and productive university culture yet is
rarely acknowledged in formal schemes. We are in favour of incorporating
mentorship as a promotion criterion and creating dedicated awards
schemes to recognise effective mentorship (e.g. Cardel et al., 2020). We

also reiterate calls in the literature (e.g. Sambunjak et al., 2010; Garmire,
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2021) that effective mentorship can be delivered through support networks

and needn’t be restricted to mentor-mentee pairs.

4.3 Transparency and clarity on salaries and promotion routes

In the UK, organisations with more than 250 employees - which
encompasses most universities - are required under recent legislation to
report annually on their gender pay gap. This is reported as a mean or
median, organisation-wide value. Granularity, for instance between or
within departments, is not captured and indeed the measure is not designed
to enable a member of staff holding a particular role to evaluate whether
they are being paid the same salary as another colleague in an equivalent
role. There was a clear wish amongst respondents for salary information to
be more transparent. As well as identifying persistent concerns of gendered
rewards and recruitment and improving work culture (Pierson et al., 2020),
such transparency could empower women during salary negotiations
(Gamage et al., 2020) and potentially aid in the retention of women in
academia. Increasing effort is placed on diversifying recruitment, which is
undoubtedly vital, but retention is arguably more problematic (e.g. Casad
et al., 2020) and must be considered in order to increase the appeal of an

institution to women seeking their next academic position.

There are also enduring concerns that, because academic promotion is
weighted so heavily towards one’s research portfolio, gendered productivity

harms women’s progress (Baker, 2010; Howe-Walsh and Turnbull, 2016).

27



574

575

576

577

578

579

580

581

582

583

584

585

586

587

588

589

590

591

592

593

594

595

596

597

Many steps for reform have been proposed in the literature (Schimanski
and Alperin, 2018; Cardel et al., 2020); we add here the need for greater
clarity on the invisible sides of promotion. As ECRs, we often wonder:
because the executive panel has limited time to evaluate each application,
which criterion/criteria are really prioritised by the panel? And to what
extent does this magnify acknowledged barriers to womens’ progression?

Transparency would be welcomed.

There is another tension around academic progression that must be
navigated carefully. On the one hand, survey respondents highlighted that
men tend to hold more senior administrative roles in departments or
faculties, creating another barrier to CV development and promotion.
Conversely, there is ample experiential, anecdotal and published evidence
that women - and other wunder-represented groups - make
disproportionately high contributions to service activities in the name of
‘diverse committee membership’, leaving less time for research (e.g. Casad

et al., 2020).

4.4 More considerate recruitment procedures

The lack of diversity across all axes amongst university employees
(including but certainly not limited to gender, race or disability), especially
in academic and management posts, reflects prolonged systemic
inequalities in policies and practices in Higher Education (Dowey et al.,

2021; Orupabo and Mangset, 2021). Some efforts to improve recruitment,

28



598

599

600

601

602

603

604

605

606

607

608

609

610

611

612

613

614

615

616

617

618

619

620

621

such as unconscious bias training, are a useful start but have limited
evidence of material outcomes, and there are growing calls for more direct
action (Cardel et al., 2020). The recommendations outlined above are
intertwined here; for example, better mentorship could increase a
candidate’s chance of success. Similarly, there is evidence that
comprehensive policies around parental leave and (child) care is attractive
to potential women applicants (Morgan et al., 2021). Survey respondents
broadly emphasised two courses of more direct action. First, dedicated and
ring-fenced recruitment streams, often termed ‘positive action’. In the UK,
the law surrounding this approach is defined under the Equality Act 2010,
which “permits employers to take positive action measures to improve
equality for people who share a protected characteristic” (EHRC, 2011
p.159). We are aware of few instances of this approach at UK universities,
anecdotally owing to concerns around the navigating positive action rather
than positive discrimination, which is unlawful in the UK. The second
prominent request was for (gendered) anonymity on job applications
and/or references. Lastly, we urge departments and institutions to be
considerate in their use of fixed-term contracts. We acknowledge that there
are circumstances where fixed-term contracts are appropriate, but no one
wins from a trajectory of ever-increasing precarity in academia. Policies
should be devised that establish a minimum length for every contract and
illustrate clearly the opportunities for job progression at the same
institution. These policies should embed transparency and monitoring of

contract types.
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5. CONCLUSIONS

We collated survey data illustrating that the pressures of working in
universities felt by all ECRs are intense and are perceived to have materially
negative effects on core life pathways and opportunities. We observed
gendered responses on a number of fundamental issues. We infer that
women are more concerned than men by financial aspects, including salary,
pension or house purchasing power, and ‘geographical choice’: living in a
particular place with a particular person. The data also suggested that
women prioritise job security, contract length and opportunities to secure
a permanent post more than men. We do have to keep in mind that
unbalanced gender responses (70% of respondents identify as women)

may influence our data.

We also want to draw attention to the striking disparities between the
ambitions and priorities of all ECRs and the career advice we receive.
Surprisingly, ECRs in our survey do not consider perceived prestige of an
institution to be a priority when applying for their next job. This is in stark
contrast to persistent advice from more senior colleagues framed in
precisely those terms: “working at a certain institution will have negative
effects on career progression because of a perceived less prestigious
status”. We urge more senior colleagues to acknowledge and reflect

carefully on these findings.
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An academic career continues to be enormously fulfilling for us as authors
and for many colleagues. But traversing the ladder is becoming trickier and
a number of factors are tipping the scales unfavourably. We have sought
to draw from quantitative and qualitative data some actions and
approaches that everyone in academia can take to strengthen support for

and improve working conditions of ECRs.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

We express our gratitude to each of our survey respondents and we
acknowledge the Social Responsibility Team at the University of Manchester
for funding the honorariums associated with our survey responses; these
were used to provide educational support for disadvantaged children

overseas through Oxfam UK.

REFERENCES

Akram, S. and Pflaeger Young, Z. (2021) Early Career Researchers’
experiences of post-maternity and parental leave provision in UK politics
and international studies departments: A Heads of Department and Early

Career Researcher survey. Political Studies Review, 19(1), 58-74.

31



667

668

669

670

671

672

673

674

675

676

677

678

679

680

681

682

683

684

685

686

687

688

Baker, M. (2010) Career confidence and gendered expectations of academic

promotion. Journal of Sociology, 46(3), 317-334.

Bazeley, P. (2003) Defining 'Early Career' in research. Higher Education

45(3), 257-279. Available at: doi:10.1023/a:1022698529612.

Bono, F., De Craene, V. and Kenis, A. (2019) My best geographer’s dress:
bodies, emotions and care in early-career academia, Geografiska Annaler:
Series B, Human Geography, 101(1), 21-32. Available at:

doi:10.1080/04353684.2019.1568200.

Bosanquet, A., Mailey, A., Matthews, K.E. and Lodge, J.M. (2016)
Redefining ‘early career’ in academia: a collective narrative approach.
Higher Education Research & Development, 36(5), 1-13. Available at:

doi:10.1080/07294360.2016.1263934.

Cannizzo, F., Mauri, C. and Osbaldiston, N. (2019) Moral barriers between
work/life balance policy and practice in academia. Journal of Cultural

Economy, 12(4), 251-264.

Cardel, M.I., Dhurandhar, E., Yarar-Fisher, C., Foster, M., Hidalgo, B.,
McClure, L.A., Pagoto, S., Brown, N., Pekmezi, D., Sharafeldin, N. and
Willig, A.L. (2020) Turning chutes into ladders for women faculty: A review
and roadmap for equity in academia. Journal of Women's Health, 29(5),

721-733.

Casad, B.]., Franks, J.E., Garasky, C.E., Kittleman, M.M., Roesler, A.C.,

Hall, D.Y. and Petzel, Z.W. (2020) Gender inequality in academia: Problems

32


https://doi.org/10.1080/04353684.2019.1568200

689

690

691

692

693

694

695

696

697

698

699

700

701

702

703

704

705

706

707

708

709

710

and solutions for women faculty in STEM. Journal of Neuroscience

Research, 99(1), 13-23.

Crabb, S. and Ekberg, S. (2014) Retaining female postgraduates in
academia: The role of gender and prospective parenthood. Higher

Education Research & Development, 33(6), 1099-1112.

Cross, M., Lee, S., Bridgman, H., Thapa, D.K., Cleary, M. and Kornhaber,
R. (2019) Benefits, barriers and enablers of mentoring female health

academics: An integrative review. PLoS One, 14(4), p.e02153109.

Dorenkamp, I. and WeiB, E.E. (2018) What makes them leave? A path
model of postdocs’ intentions to leave academia. Higher Education, 75(5),

747-767.

Dowey, N., Barclay, J., Fernando, B., Giles, S., Houghton, J., Jackson, C.,
Khatwa, A., Lawrence, A., Mills, K., Newton, A., Rogers, S. and Williams,
R. (2021) A UK perspective on tackling the geoscience racial diversity crisis
in the Global North. Nature Geoscience. 14, 256-259. Available at:

doi:10.1038/s41561-021-00737-w.

ECU: Equality Challenge Unit (2018) Improving update of shared parental

leave. Available at: https://s3.eu-west-

2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-

manager/documents/ecu/Shared Parental Leave Final 1579777344.pdf

EHRC: Equality and Human Rights Commission (2011) Employment

Statutory Code of Practice.

33


https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-manager/documents/ecu/Shared_Parental_Leave_Final_1579777344.pdf
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-manager/documents/ecu/Shared_Parental_Leave_Final_1579777344.pdf
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-manager/documents/ecu/Shared_Parental_Leave_Final_1579777344.pdf

711

712

713

714

715

716

717

718

719

720

721

722

723

724

725

726

727

728

729

730

731

Ekine, A.O0. (2018) Women in academic arena: Struggles, strategies and

personal choices. Gender Issues, 35(4), 318-329.

Epifanio, M. and Troeger, V.E. (2020) Bargaining over maternity pay:

evidence from UK universities. Journal of Public Policy, 40(3), 349-374.

Etmanski, B., Walters, D. and Zarifa, D. (2017) Not what i expected: Early
career prospects of doctoral graduates in academia. Canadian Journal of

Higher Education, 47(3), 152-169. Available at: do0i:10.7202/1043243ar.

Forrester, N. (2021) Mental health of graduate students sorely overlooked.

Nature, 595(7865), 135-137.

Gamage, D.D.K., Kavetsos, G., Mallick, S. and Sevilla, A. (2020) Pay
transparency initiative and gender pay gap: Evidence from research-
intensive universities in the UK. Institute of Labor Ecomonics: IZA DP No.

13635. Available at: doi:10.2139/ssrn.3682949.,

Gardiner, M., Tiggemann, M., Kearns, H. and Marshall, K. (2007) Show me
the money! An empirical analysis of mentoring outcomes for women in

academia. Higher Education Research & Development, 26(4), 425-442.

Garmire, L.X. (2021) Mentorship is not co-authorship: a revisit to

mentorship. Genome Biology, 22, 1.

Gasser, C.E. and Shaffer, K.S. (2014) Career development of women in
academia: traversing the leaky pipeline. The Professional Counselor, 4,

332-352.

34



732

733

734

735

736

737

738

739

740

741

742

743

744

745

746

747

748

749

750

751

Greene, S.E., Antell, G.S., Atterby, J., Bhatia, R., Dunne, E.M., Giles, S.,
Groh, S.S., Hanson, E.M., Hilton, J., Knight, H. and Kraftl, P. (2021) Safety
and belonging in the field: A checklist for educators. EarthArXiv pre-print.

Available at: doi:10.31223/X53P6H.

Grummell, B., Devine, D. and Lynch, K. (2009) The care-less manager:
Gender, care and new managerialism in Higher Education. Gender and

Education, 21(2), 191-208.

Howe-Walsh, L. and Turnbull, S. (2016) Barriers to women leaders in
academia: tales from science and technology. Studies in Higher

Education, 41(3), 415-428.

Huang, J., Gates, A.]., Sinatra, R. and Barabasi, A.L. (2020) Historical
comparison of gender inequality in scientific careers across countries and
disciplines. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 117(9),

4609-4616.

Jokinen, J.C. and Caretta, M.A. (2016) When bodies do not fit: an analysis
of postgraduate fieldwork. Gender, Place & Culture, 23(12), 1665-1676.

Available at: doi:10.1080/0966369X.2016.1249343.

King, T., Hewitt, B., Crammond, B., Sutherland, G., Maheen, H. and
Kavanagh, A. (2020) Reordering gender systems: can COVID-19 lead to

improved gender equality and health? The Lancet, 396(10244), 80-81.

35



752

753

754

755

756

757

758

759

760

761

762

763

764

765

766

767

768

769

770

771

772

773

Laudel, G. and Glaser, J. (2008) From apprentice to colleague: The
metamorphosis of early career researchers. Higher Education, 55(3), 387-

406.

Marin-Spiotta, E., Barnes, R.T., Berhe, A.A., Hastings, M.G., Mattheis, A.,
Schneider, B. and Williams, B.M. (2020) Hostile climates are barriers to
diversifying the geosciences, Advances in Geosciences, 53, 117-127.

Available at: doi:10.5194/adgeo-53-117-2020.

Mengel, F., Sauermann, J. and Zdélitz, U. (2017) Gender bias in teaching
evaluations. IZA Institute for Labour Economics Discussion Paper Series,

No.11000.

Merga, M.K. and Mason, S. (2021) Perspectives on institutional valuing and
support for academic and translational outputs in Japan and

Australia. Learned Publishing, 34(3), 305-314.

Morgan, A.C., Way, S.F., Hoefer, M.]., Larremore, D.B., Galesic, M. and
Clauset, A. (2021) The unequal impact of parenthood in academia. Science

Advances, 7(9), p.eabd1996.

Mudrak, J., Zabrodska, K., Kveton, P., Jelinek, M., Blatny, M., Solcova, I.
and Machovcova, K. (2018) Occupational well-being among university
faculty: A job demands-resources model. Research in Higher

Education, 59(3), 325-348.

Nerad, M. and Cerny, J. (1999) Postdoctoral patterns, career advancement,

and problems. Science, 285(5433), 1533-1535.

36



774

775

776

777

778

779

780

781

782

783

784

785

786

787

788

789

790

791

792

793

OECD Directorate for Science, Technology and Innovation (2021) Reducing
the precarity of academic research careers. OECD Science, Technology and
Industry  Policy Papers No. 113: OECD Publishing, Paris,

https://doi.org/10.1787/0f8bd468-en

Orupabo, J. and Mangset, M. (2021) Promoting diversity but striving for
excellence: Opening the ‘Black Box’ of academic hiring. Sociology. Available

at: doi:10.1177/00380385211028064.

Pierson, E., Redmiles, E.M., Battle, L. and Hullman, J. (2020) If you want
more women in your workforce, here’s how to recruit. Nature Career

Column. Available at: do0i:10.1038/d41586-020-02489-w.

Powell, K. (2018) How to sail smoothly from academia to industry.

Nature, 555, 549-551. Available at: doi:10.1038/d41586-018-03306-1.

Probert, B. (2005) 'I just couldn’t fit it in": Gender and unequal outcomes

in academic careers. Gender, Work & Organization, 12(1), 50-72.

Raja, N.B. and Dunne, E.M. (2021) Publication pressure threatens the
integrity of palaeontological research. EarthArXiv pre-print. Available at:

doi:10.31223/X5V32Z.

Sambunjak, D., Straus, S.E. and Marusic, A. (2010) A systematic review of
qualitative research on the meaning and characteristics of mentoring in

academic medicine. Journal of General Internal Medicine, 25(1), 72-78.

37


https://doi.org/10.1787/0f8bd468-en

794

795

796

797

798

799

800

801

802

803

804

805

806

807

808

809

810

811

812

813

814

815

Schimanski, L.A. and Alperin, J.P. (2018) The evaluation of scholarship in
academic promotion and tenure processes: Past, present, and

future. F1000Research, 7, 1605

Smith, G. (2008) Does gender influence online survey participation? A
record-linkage analysis of university faculty online survey response

behavior. ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED 501717.

Sutherland, K.A. (2017) Constructions of success in academia: An early

career perspective. Studies in Higher education, 42(4), 743-759.

Teichler, U. (2015) Academic mobility and migration: What we know and

what we do not know. European Review, 23(S1), S6-S37.

Tooth, S. and Viles, H.A. (2021) Equality, diversity, inclusion: ensuring a
resilient future for geomorphology. Earth Surface Processes and Landforms,

46(1), 5-11.

UCEA: Universities & Colleges Employers Association (2021) Examining the
gender pay gap in Higher Education. Available at:

https://ucea.microsoftcrmportals.com/library/infographics/gender-pay/

UCU: University College Union (2020) Second class academic citizens: The
dehumanising effects of casualisation in Higher Education. Available at:

https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/10681/second class academic citizens/p

df/secondclassacademiccitizens

Weller, C.E. and Tolson, M.E. (2020) The retirement savings penalty borne

by women. Challenge, 63(4), 201-218.

38


https://ucea.microsoftcrmportals.com/library/infographics/gender-pay/
https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/10681/second_class_academic_citizens/pdf/secondclassacademiccitizens
https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/10681/second_class_academic_citizens/pdf/secondclassacademiccitizens

816

817

818

819

820

821

822

823

824

825

826

Wicks, D. (2012) Coding: Axial Coding. In: Mills, A.]., Durepos, G. and
Wiebe, E. (Eds.) Encyclopaedia of Case Study Research. SAGE Publications:

Thousand Oaks, USA.

Witteman, H.O., Hendricks, M., Straus, S. and Tannenbaum, C. (2019) Are
gender gaps due to evaluations of the applicant or the science? A natural
experiment at a national funding agency. The Lancet, 393(10171), 531-

540.

Wohrer, V. (2014) Introduction: early career researchers and changing

working conditions in academia. Higher Education Policy, 27(4), 431-434.

Woolston, C. (2019) PhDs: the tortuous truth. Nature, 575(7782), 403-

407.

39



