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Abstract 
 
This study explores the nature of reciprocal commitment in academic careers. The 
article is based on a survey conducted in autumn 2013 among fixed term employees at 
eight major universities in Finland (N=810). The analysis is focusing on researchers 
who have a doctoral degree and who are working on a fixed-term contract at their 
university (n=308). According to our study, researchers experience their working 
conditions are insecure and many of them have considered leaving their universities. 
Despite the fact that they find their work meaningful their uncertain and poor working 
conditions are related to their thoughts of leaving the university. In addition in many of 
the cases leaving the university is not a choice of the researcher – they wish they would 
not have to leave. Based on our findings, higher education institutions should carefully 
consider if both the benefits of fixed-term contracts and their transaction costs are 
related to academics’ wellbeing and motivational issues. Our study highlights the 
importance of reciprocity and dialogue between employers and employees in the 
making of academic careers. 
 
Keywords: academic career, academic work, reciprocity, commitment, trust.  
 

1. Introduction 
 
Working life and employment relations have become more uncertain, unpredictable, and 
riskier for employees. This development has been called the precarisation of work. 
Originally precarisation had its roots in the European social movement, where the 
workers felt they were left working and living without any stability or a safety net. The 
term and the phenomenon have now gained new content. Recent precarisation is caused, 
for instance, by the development of labour markets where the organisations are seeking 
more economic efficiency, causing substantial lay-offs, and increasing the use of 
temporary employment. In addition, precarious work has become pervasive, meaning 
that also professional and managerial jobs are becoming precarious in many sectors. 
(Kalleberg 2009.) 
 
In Europe, careers in academia are considered precarious because short and fixed-term 
employment contracts, especially during the early stage of a career. In addition, funding 
is often competitive and it is common that individual academics have the responsibility 
to obtain their own funding.  Acquiring funding and developing an academic career 
suggest that individual academics need to have persistence for their work 
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(Brechelmacher et al. 2015; Huisman et al. 2002; In Finland: Hakala 2009; Pekkola 
2014; Kuoppala et al 2015.) This has created a situation in which the uncertainty at the 
beginning of an academic career has been said to decrease its attractiveness in Europe 
(Huisman et al. 2002; Aarrevaara et al. 2012, Pekkola 2010, European Commission 
2008)).  
 
The changes in higher education, higher education institutions (HEIs), and higher 
education systems, have changed the role of the academic profession as well (e.g. Hyde 
et al. 2013; Kogan & Teichler 2007). However, this is nothing new because the 
academic profession is responsive by its nature, and adopts to external changes. 
(Musselin 2007, 175). Yet, external factors changing the profession have varied over 
time. Currently, managerial ideology is becoming a dominant discourse and factor for 
defining universities and their problems  including the role of academics (Hyde et al. 
2013; Slaughter and Leslie 1997). Neo-liberal policies have pushed universities to act 
more like enterprises, and university researchers are becoming more like state-supported 
entrepreneurs than traditional academics (Slaughter and Leslie 1997). In Finland, the 
new university act in 2009 strengthened the trend of managerialism. Consequently, 
universities have become autonomous financial entities and the status of the employees 
has changed from civil servants to employees. (Välimaa 2011.) 
 
Regardless of the changes in policy environment, the universities continue to be both 
organisations and academic communities constituted by their members’, i.e. individual 
academics. Thus, commitment is a key concept in our study due to its central 
importance for the academic communities and making of academic careers in new, 
precarious institutional environment. We use commitment in order to focus on the 
duality of the career process, the two sides of a career, namely the one of an employee 
and the one of an employer. We call this interplay and two-sided commitment 
‘reciprocal commitment’. Focusing on academics is important because most of the 
research on commitment falls under a broad category of work-life research, mainly 
within the disciplines of sociology, social psychology, psychology, and business 
economics (e.g. Baruch 1998; Cohen 2007; Feldt et al. 2016; Mamia and Lähteenmäki 
2007; Meyer and Allen 1991). Commitment in academic work in the field of higher 
education studies is a much less problematised and studied topic. 
 
Our empirical data was collected from university employees. Employers’ commitment 
will therefore be analysed through employees’ answers to the survey. This brings some 
limitations to the study. However, we would like to emphasise that the purpose of this 
article is not to measure the level of the employees’ or employers’ commitment. The 
aim of this article is to consider the nature of the commitment in academic careers from 
different perspectives, focusing more on the employees’ point of view. The perceptions 
of the survey provide us an avenue to understand the phenomenon more in depth. 
 
2. Careers in the context of academia 
 
As a starting point for our working definition of an ‘academic career’, we adopt the 
classical definition of a career by van Maanen (1977, 8) because it combines all relevant 
factors: individuals, (higher education) institutions, and societal change. According to 
van Maanen: 
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Career reflects the relationship between people and the providers of official 
position, namely, institution or organisations, and how these relationships 
fluctuate over time. Seen in this way, the study of careers is the study of both 
individual and organisational change as well as of societal change.  

 
The precarious working conditions of researchers in their early careers are well known.  
In addition, the fixed-term contracts and high competition for funding and available 
posts at every career stage are making academic careers insecure and difficult to obtain 
and pursue. Academic career needs ambition, persistence and willingness to take risks, 
for example. (Brechelmacher et al. 2015; see also Huisman et al. 2002; Pekkola et al. 
2012).  
 
There have been made attempts to restructure obscure academic career paths. The 
European Commission has launched the European Charter for Researchers and a Code 
of Conduct for the Recruitment of Researchers and later the Human Resources Strategy 
for Researchers (HRS4R) aiming to support it (European Commission 2015). The 
HRS4R policy has also been widely implemented in Finnish higher education 
(Siekkinen et al. 2015). In addition, the European Science Foundation and Finnish 
Ministry of Education and Culture have recommended universities a four-stage 
researcher career model with the hope of making academic careers more transparent 
(European Science Foundation 2009, 18; MEC 2008). 
 
According to a recent evaluation of the Finnish four-stage career model (Välimaa et al. 
2016), the four-stage career model is based on the presumption that academic careers 
should follow a linear upward progress. However, the reality does not respect the model 
because there is a large group of researchers in academia, mainly project researchers, 
who are not included in the model. Their careers are quite fragmented because they 
consist of various fixed-term, project-based contracts (Välimaa et al. 2016). In addition, 
many European and increasingly also Finnish universities have introduced different 
kinds of tenure-track systems in order offer a clearer career path towards permanent, 
tenured employment (Brechelmacher et al. 2015, 23; Välimaa et al. 2016; Pietilä 2015). 
However, despite the fact that tenure track models are strategically important they are 
often more or less insignificant for vast majority of academics and their career 
progression. In Finnish universities only 5 % of all open positions are tenure track 
positions in general (Välimaa et al. 2016).  
 
In contemporary working life, careers are often described as boundaryless and 
employees more as entrepreneurs than traditional workers. Stahl et al. (2002) found out 
that employees prioritised more their personal professional development than the stable 
career prospects in their current working organisation. (Stahl et al 2002.) It seems that 
academic careers might also follow this trend (Kaulisch and Enders 2002) because of 
the increasing mobility of faculty members, the growing amount of part-time and 
adjunct staff, and the decreasing use of alternative contracts for permanent positions. At 
the same time, however, academics may be increasingly bound to their organisations. 
Recent university policies and practices emphasise the shift from collegial and 
professional models of governance to management models that entwine the activities of 
academics’ more closely to the interests and needs of their organisations (Kaulisch and 
Enders 2005, 139; Harley et al. 2004, Farnham 1999).  
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The increased output-based steering and evaluation (Musselin 2013; Pekkola 2014; 
Kallio & Kallio 2014) have also strengthened the increased importance of the 
organisations in steering academic work, careers and performances. In addition, 
academics working in universities have been described more as individual entrepreneurs 
as they are increasingly responsible for finding the funding for their research. This 
development is connected with the trends of academic capitalism (Slaughter & Leslie 
1997) and related to the entrepreneurial ethos that is becoming common in universities 
and thus to the construction of the entrepreneurial university (Clark 1998, 2004; 
Etzkowitz 2013). 
 
We argue that academic careers have two main components which need to be analysed 
simultaneously: organisational and individual. Following the definition by Baruch 
(2004, 3), careers are made by individuals but an individual’s work and career is 
planned and managed by an organisation. The organisation provides the positions and 
sets the qualifications for them, as well as establishes interrelationships between 
positions and mechanisms for how employees can navigate in them (Baruch 2013). 
Musselin (2013, 26) notes that academics always have developed their activities within 
organisational structures, that is, in universities. Therefore, in the career domain, the 
distinction between the organisational and individual dimensions is not clear-cut. In 
academic careers, for example, the individual and organisational goals more or less 
overlap when career success and proceeding in a career are discussed. 
 
Herriot and Pemberton (1996, 760–764) describe several types of relationships between 
individuals, organisations, and organisational environments in their contractual model 
of careers (Figure 1 below illustrates only a few of the many relationships in the actual 
model).  
 

 
 
Figure 1. Herriot and Pemberton’s contractual model of careers (part of the model) 
(Herriot and Pemberton 1996, 760) 
 
For this study, the most interesting relationships in the context of academic careers are 
those between the employees and the organisation and, the one between the organisation 
and its strategy, structure, processes, and environment, as well as the relationship 
between individuals and their social environment and work identity. In ‘career 
negotiation’, there are four relationships: ‘organisational wants’, ‘organisational offers’, 
‘individual wants’, and ‘individual offers’. Changes in wants and/or offers will change 
the whole negotiation process. In addition, changes in the business environment will 
lead to changes in the ‘wants’ and/or ‘offers’ of an organisation. Moreover, changes in 
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the social environment or work identity will lead to changes in the ‘wants’ and/or 
‘offers’ of an individual. 
 
In the academic context, the career negotiation during the recruitment process from the 
employer’s side means finding the right person for the specific position. Departments 
emphasise documented achievements that mainly indicate the research but also teaching 
outputs of the candidate. That indicates offers from the employees’ side. However, 
being a good researcher is not enough, although employers’ wants mostly are related to 
them; the candidate should be a good colleague and they should be able to integrate into 
the department. (Musselin 2010, 112; Välimaa et al. 2016.) The career negotiation is not 
taking place only in the recruitment process, it consists of repeated discussions that take 
into consideration the changing contexts (Herriot and Pemberton 1996, 764). In 
addition, the “wants” of both sides can be too demanding and that can be a reason for 
ending the employee  employer relationship.  Job demands in academia are often 
considered high and many academics have difficulties to balance between their work 
and family duties (e.g. Kinman and Jones 2008). 
 
 
3. Commitment  
 
Commitment is a widely studied phenomenon and a commonly used concept in work-
life research because a number of studies have shown that commitment is related to 
many factors of well-being at work (e.g. Meyer and Allen 1991; Hakanen and 
Koivumäki 2014). Commitment is considered to be a stabilising force that gives a 
direction to one’s actions; that is, it binds individuals to a course of action (Meyer and 
Herscovitch 2001, 301). However, regarding commitment, there are several different 
concepts that refer to the same or almost same phenomenon  though with different 
aspects. For example, ‘job involvement’, ‘work engagement’, and ‘occupational/career 
commitment’ refer to the employees’ commitment to their work or career (Meyer and 
Allen 1991; Cohen 2003; Hakanen, Schaufeli, and Ahola 2008; Meyer and Herscovitch 
2001). Perhaps the most studied aspect is ‘organisational commitment’ (e.g. Baruch 
1998; Cohen 2007; Meyer and Allen 1991). 
 
In principle, the nature of organisational commitment is that a person has a sense of 
commitment to her or his working organisation. It can “involve identification with, 
tendency to stay in, and willingness to exert efforts for the organisation” (Baruch 1998). 
However, Baruch emphasises that commitment is a dual type phenomenon, reciprocity 
in relationships where trust is a significant basis. Organisations are complex systems, 
which are operating towards a common goal, and organisational commitment is actually 
making this goal common. If organisations succeed to create and maintain the reciprocal 
commitment, it benefits both sides: the organisations (more loyalty, improved moral, 
stronger loyalty) and the employee (higher job satisfaction, a better quality of working 
life) and these outcomes can lead to a higher level of performance and effectiveness. 
(Baruch 1998.) 
 
However, organisational commitment has been and is still changing. According to 
Baruch (1998), organisations have forsaken their commitment towards their employees 
and because of that there is no stable basis for reciprocal commitment. Today, 
organisations are in a competition which means focusing more on efficiency rather than 
on employee relationships. “It is no longer ‘people are our most important asset’, but 
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‘fewer people are our most important asset’”.  As a conclusion Baruch states that the 
decision-makers in organisations should acknowledge that the level of organisational 
commitment will collapse if they prioritise only economic matters above all else. 
(Baruch 1998.) 

4. Commitment and academic careers 
 
In the context of academic careers, the organisational commitment that is reciprocal by 
its nature (Baruch 1998) is a rather challenging topic to study. First of all, it is often 
unclear what the common goal of a university is as an organisation that is porously 
loosely coupled (Birnbaum 1988) and in which the work is structured clearly according 
to two principles: disciplinary (or scientific) fields and organisations (enterprises) (Clark 
1983). European academics have traditionally defined their academic identities in 
relation to their disciplinary traditions and (international) academic communities, rather 
than in relation to their universities, as seems to be the case in North America (Välimaa 
1998). Therefore, their commitment to academic work is related more to their scientific 
communities than to universities as organisations. In addition, the rewards that 
academics find noteworthy are usually not organisational but instead they value 
scientific merits and reputation (Kaulisch and Enders 2005). 
 
The second possible form of organisational commitment, according to Baruch, is the 
tendency to stay in the organisation (Baruch 1998). However, the career prospects in 
academia are commonly insecure and the working contracts are very short and fixed-
term, at least in the beginning of an academic career (Brechelmacher 2015; In Finland: 
Kuoppala et al 2015). Academic researchers have different kinds of motives to continue 
working at certain universities; some are related to the work itself, some to the 
organisation, and some to private reasons. Although the academic staff members are 
encouraged to be mobile, staying in a faculty after attaining a doctoral degree 
(‘academic inbreeding’) is rather common, especially in smaller European nation states 
(e.g. Horta, Veloso, and Grediaga 2010). The third possible dimension of organisational 
commitment Baruch mentions is the willingness to exert efforts for the organisation. 
Academic work usually contains working extra hours (Kinman and Jones 2008) and 
what is needed is persistence and ambition, for example, in order to obtain and proceed 
in an academic career (Brechelmacher et al 2015). 
 
Employers’ commitment to their employees is a less studied topic. It is possible to 
examine empirically through the length of employment contracts and the salary levels. 
However, these two factors illustrate the phenomenon only narrowly, whereas the real 
commitment of an employer is more challenging to measure. In the context of 
academia, the employers’ commitment is strong when the employer invests a great deal 
to an individual researcher or research group. In universities, employees are 
increasingly seen as a strategic resource, for example in the form of tenure track 
recruitments, which are also a means for profiling in universities (Pietilä 2014). In 
universities, the employees are particularly important: they hold and use the special 
knowledge (Rasmussen 2015) and they are connected to all central activities in 
universities (Baruch 2013; Kogan et al 1994.) 
 
In the context of academic career, the question of employers’ commitment is a 
challenging one. First of all, it is often unclear who the employer in academia is? In 
Finland, the university as an organisation is officially the employer but, concerning the 
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reciprocal relationship, the actual employer representative situates in lower-level 
academic units. Often it is the faculty dean who represents the employer but not in all 
universities and not always for all employees. However, inside the faculty there can be 
many persons who are in the position of a manager: dean, head of department, 
professor, or research group head. According to a recent study on academic careers in 
Finland (Välimaa et al. 2016), for project researchers the employer often is represented 
by the recruiting professor whereas for lecturers and senior researchers it is represented 
by a dean or head of department. It is also possible that, in the university context, 
employees consider their employer to be a faceless unit located in the central 
administration. 
 
Another important notion is that there can be many “employers” in universities as 
loosely coupled and open systems. Professors may be very committed to her/his 
employees. The head of department or the dean may be acting more as an official 
employer. On the other hand, an individual researcher can be directly responsible for a 
funding agency and only loosely coupled with a university or a unit. The commitments 
of these “representatives of employers” commitments, motivations, and interests may 
differ, overlap and conflict.  Therefore, one meets a challenging question when 
commitment is operationalised into a research question.  
 
Kaulisch and Enders (2005) have emphasised the complexity and the dynamic nature of 
academic careers, which relates to the nature of academic work: academics act 
simultaneously in different social contexts. In addition, there are features that affect 
academic careers and characterise them: Firstly, the institutional embeddedness in the 
science system and the susceptibility to academic discipline; secondly, the different 
national settings and their various cultural contexts; thirdly, changing organisational 
contexts of academic work and the implications of global trends towards managerialism 
and marketization of academic careers (Kaulisch and Enders 2005). In this article, we 
presume that an individual’s career forms and proceeds in relation to those aspects. 
However, we emphasise the interaction and reciprocal commitment between the 
individual and the organisation, taking into account the cultural context and global 
trends as well. 
 

5. Data and methods  
 
The data for this study comes from on an electronic survey conducted in 2013 (see 
Kuoppala et al. 2015). The survey comprised many quantitative but also a few 
qualitative questions related to academic work and careers. The target group of the 
survey were academic staff working at eight Finnish universities, mainly on fixed-term 
contracts. The survey had overall 810 respondents, with a response rate of 23 per cent. 
Regardless of the rather moderate response rate, the respondents represented all 
scientific fields, both genders, and different age groups. In this study we explore only 
the doctoral students, project researchers, postdoctoral researchers, university 
researchers and lecturers in the data (n=658) (see Table 1.). 
 
Table 1. Survey respondents. 
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Our main interest focuses on researchers who have a doctoral degree and who are 
working on a fixed-term contract, mainly as postdoctoral researchers (n=204, 30 %) and 
university researchers and lecturers (n=104, 16%). These groups are central to our study 
because they have gained doctoral degrees and accomplished university employment; 
however, they have still not attained a permanent position. To study this group, it is 
good to compare them with the group of doctoral students and project researchers who 
were 53 % of all respondents (n= 350). In our quantitative analysis, we will compare 
these three groups using cross tabulation. 
 
We also explore one qualitative question and eight quantitative questions from the 
survey related to the researchers’ working conditions (Table 2). Through these questions 
we explore the data on reciprocal commitment experienced by researchers.  
 
Table 2. Survey questions.  
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Our data analysis is a secondary analysis and therefore we used it for a different purpose 
than for what it was initially commissioned (Dale et al. 2009). The data were collected 
by a project to exploring fixed-term researchers’ working conditions (Kuoppala et al. 
2015). Thus, originally it was not intended for a study on commitment. Regardless of 
these challenges, typical with secondary data, the analysis can be done in a reliable way 
because we know the context and the data in depth and can reliably assess the validity 
of the indicators. 
 

Moreover, we studied how confident the researchers were considering the continuation 
of their careers at the university and how these perceptions were related to how 
meaningful they find their work. Two-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) (see table 
4) made the analysis. “Meaningfulness of work” was formed with an aggregated 
variable (Cronbach’s Alpha .702) that contained three questions from the survey:  

 I find my work is meaningful (M 4,17, SD 0,915) 
 I consider my work as a vocation (M 3,73, SD 1,161) 
 Research and improving my research skills are important to me in my work (M 

4,52, SD 0,722) 
 

6. Findings 
 

6.1 Working conditions and reciprocal commitment of fixed-term researchers 
 

We considered the working conditions and the reciprocal commitment of Finnish fixed-
term academics in the data through six claims that can be seen in Table 3 below. 
 
Table 3. The commitment and the working conditions of the employees in the survey data.  
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In Table 3, it can be seen that fixed-term researchers found their work meaningful and 
considered it as a vocation. Furthermore, they identified themselves as a member of the 
scientific community as well as of their work unit. However, they felt that the 
continuation of their career at university was rather unsure and some of them were 
unsatisfied with their salaries. 
 
There found also differences between the employee groups. Younger academics found 
the continuation of their careers at the university more insecure than senior academics. 
As many as 40 per cent of all fixed-term postdoctoral researchers and university 
researchers/lecturers found the continuation of their university careers unlikely. We also 
asked in the survey what the length of their current working contract was. Among 
survey respondents, fixed-term researchers’ contracts varied between a few months and 
over five years. Postdocs had shorter contracts, from a couple of months to two years, 
with only five per cent having contracts for more than five years, whereas  compared 
with university researchers / lecturers, nearly one third of whom had a contract lasting 
for over five years. Both before and soon after attaining their doctoral degrees, 
researchers usually work with short fixed-term employment contracts and with external 
funding aiming to stabilise their positions within their university (Brechelmacher et al. 
2015, In Finland: Välimaa et al 2016; Kuoppala et al 2015.) 
 
Doctoral students were most unsatisfied with their salaries, whereas university 
researchers/lecturers were most satisfied. Almost 20 per cent of the postdocs and one 
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third of the university researchers/lecturers completely agreed that their salaries were 
justified in relation to their tasks and their personal work performance. However, it is 
remarkable that the salary level of early-career researchers is low compared to the 
salaries earned in private business companies, which may be one of the facts decreasing 
the attractiveness of an academic career (Huisman et al. 2002). 
 
Almost a half of all fixed-term researchers with a doctoral degree completely agreed 
with the claim about the meaningfulness of their work. In spite of some of its negative 
features, the employees’ perceptions about the meaningfulness of their work and their 
feelings it as a vocation shows that work can be seen as personally significant. Indeed, 
76 per cent of all fixed-term PhD researchers/lecturers in the data partially or 
completely agreed with the claim that ‘research is my vocation’. Senior academics 
found their work more often as a vocation than younger academics.  
 
The majority of the researchers identified themselves as members of the scientific 
community. Of the university researchers/lecturers 55 per cent and of postdoctoral 
researchers 37 per cent completely agreed with the claim. It is no surprise that in later 
career stages identification with the scientific community is greater: the collaboration 
with colleagues has lasted longer and networks with scientific communities have been 
built over a long time. 
 
The majority of the researchers identified themselves also as a member of their work 
unit. Of postdoctoral researchers 34 per cent and of the university researchers/lecturers 
53 per cent completely agreed with the claim. Interestingly, there are no major 
differences between the numbers of respondents identifying themselves with the 
scientific communities and with working units, considering the fact that especially 
postdocs’ working contracts are often short and fixed-term. As was discussed before, 
researchers’ commitments can focus on the scientific community and/or the university.  
These commitments are not mutually exclusive but rather coexisting feelings. The 
object of their commitment can also change during their academic career depending on 
their work tasks and responsibilities in their university or their working unit, and in the 
scientific communities. 
 
6.2 How do the employees’ perceptions about continuation of their career influence 
how meaningful they find their work? 
 
We studied employees’ perceptions about the continuation of their career at the 
university, and weather it had an effect on how meaningful they find their work.  
 
Table 4. How the employees’ perceptions about the continuation of their career at the 
university is related to how meaningful they found their work. Two-way analysis on 
variances (ANOVA).  
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Based on the analysis we found out that researchers’ perceptions on how meaningful 
they found their work differs by groups (p<.05). All three groups considered work 
highly meaningful. In addition, researchers’ perceptions considering the continuation of 
their career in university was related to the meaningfulness of work (p<.001). However, 
there was no significant relation between the meaningfulness of work and employees’ 
groups and their perceptions about continuation of one’s career in the university 
(p>.05).  
 
6.3 How many have considered leaving the university and why? 
 
All the employee respondents analysed in the data were working with a fixed-term 
contract. In their situation, the importance of having a ‘plan B’ is often needed or at 
least recognised. In the context of precarious academic work, it is not surprising that in 
the survey data 48 per cent of respondents had considered working elsewhere than at a 
university and 27 per cent had taken concrete actions towards working somewhere else. 
Still, 25 per cent of the respondents said they had not considered leaving the university. 
In spite of their short fixed-term contracts, some researchers may strongly believe their 
contract will continue, and that is why they had not considered leaving their university. 
In their study, Kinman and Jones (2008) found out that academics in the UK were 
moderately satisfied with their work. However, the satisfaction towards the working 
hours and salaries, for example, were lower. In their study, 48 per cent of the 
respondents stated that they had seriously considered leaving the university. (Kinman 
and Jones, 2008). 
 
We asked the respondents to specify in open question section why they had considered 
leaving the university. Almost all the answers included reasons related to precarious 
working conditions (135 researchers provided answers: 96 postdocs, 32 university 
researchers, 7 university teachers/lecturers). These included both short fixed-term 
contracts and continuous competition for research funding and for few positions. Some 
researchers, however, also mentioned poor salaries and career progression opportunities, 
bad management, the need for change, or increasing institutional bureaucracy. We 
classified answers into four categories (researchers often mentioned reasons from more 
than one category): (1) precariousness (n=101), (2) poor appreciation and low salaries 
(n=17), (3) career progression/need for change (n=12) and (4) bad personnel policy and 
leadership, increasing bureaucracy and the change in the employment status of 
university employees (n=7). We translated the original Finnish answers into English. 
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According to the most of the open answers the employees described why precariousness 
would be the reason for leaving the university.  
 

My life situation is changing and I feel I can’t work on short fixed-term contracts. It is 
exhausting to wonder continuously whether the work will continue and what will happen 
to my family and I. If the university can’t commit to me, I’m not ready or I can’t even 
commit to the university as my employer. I am a highly educated woman, and my point 
of view is that my employer can’t afford to act like this. As I’m aging, I’m starting to 
value or actually demand that my employer offers me some kind of continuity and vision 
for the future. I see the system, not the people, as the problem. Everyone working in a 
university understands what the problem is, but the system seems to be so inflexible and 
unworkable from the perspective of personnel management. My opinion is that the 
university can’t afford this kind of personnel policy. (Senior researcher, female, 36) 

 
Writing funding applications and proving one’s skills constantly causes extra workload. 
Applying for external funding is based on very hard competition and not everyone 
considers it worth of doing because of the bad odds of being successful. In the open 
question, most of the respondents mentioned dissatisfaction with uncertain future 
prospects, the workload, and the stress caused by strong competition and the need to 
seek funding.  

 
The [problem is the] difficulties of predicting what is happening next and the workload. 
The workload comes from the need to prove your skills to apply for the next bit of 
contract. [I’ve taken] no concrete actions yet. (Postdoctoral researcher, male, 35)  
 
[T]he continuation of the working contract is so precarious, and just right now it seems 
that it’s not going to continue next year. To receive external funding is impossible due to 
the full-cost model. Only the Finnish Academy applications are ‘worth it’, but there’s too 
much competition and that’s why it’s too uncertain to count your whole future on that. 
(Researcher, female, 35) 
 
I’ve considered moving to teaching at a university of applied sciences due to a permanent 
employment contract and a better salary. (Postdoctoral researcher, female, 35) 
 

Most of the researchers seem to be committed to their work and therefore the option of 
leaving university is possible only for them who have no other option. Many of the 
researchers have considered leaving the university, but the problem seems to be where 
to go. When researchers have invested in their careers and the hopes for proceeding in 
academia have been high, it might be a bitter choice to leave a university. The following 
quote describes the desperate feelings some researchers might have after having noticed 
that there is no place for them in academia. 
 

[I would leave] out of desperation, really. I do believe my place is the university. I want 
to teach and do research – this is what I have been trained to do for more than a decade. 
It's very hard for me to picture myself outside academia. But I think it’s rather likely that 
in the end there is no future for me here. (Postdoctoral researcher, 39, female) 

 

7. Discussion and conclusions 
 

In this article, we have considered the reciprocal commitment in academic careers 
because of the reciprocal nature of academic careers where both dimensions are 
significant: organisational and individual. Furthermore, when studying academic 
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careers, the influence of discipline, cultural context, and global trends must be taken 
into account as well (Kaulisch and Enders 2005). In academia, the researcher’s career 
success is a win-win situation: it benefits the researcher’s own career as well as the 
organisation. As Baruch emphasises, the organisational commitment benefits both sides 
(1998). 
 
The precarious working conditions specifically of junior academics might affect how 
attractive the academic career is seen (Huisman et al 2002). However, the short fixed-
term contracts have always been a common way of becoming an academic and most of 
the PhD graduates should in fact find a job outside the academia after their graduation. 
Still the precarious working conditions and competition for funding in universities have 
accelerated due to overall development at a global and national level, such as due to the 
changes in the funding of higher education. This might have a negative effect on higher 
education, the quality of research and teaching, and the motivation of the researchers. 
 
According to our empirical data, the university employees did not consider the nature of 
commitment as reciprocal. The offers of the organisations’ do not meet the wants of 
employees in universities in many cases. Academic researchers in the data found their 
work meaningful in spite of some of its negative characteristics and they felt their work 
as vocation. However, over one third of our respondents in both categories felt unsure 
about the possibility to continue their careers in academia. Many of them had short 
fixed-term contracts that were in many cases shorter than one year. In addition, we 
found out that as many as about 40 percent of them had considered leaving their 
university. This research result is in line with the study of Kinman and Jones (2008). 
Also we found out that fixed-term researchers’ perceptions about the continuation of 
their career at their university were connected to how meaningful they found their work. 
That indicates the importance of reciprocal commitment and how the precarious 
working conditions may decrease the working motivation of the employees.  
 
Our study raises new avenues for future research in order to better understand the 
reciprocity and the interaction in an academic career and academic work. We would like 
to suggest that future research focuses more on reflecting on what is an academic career 
and what kind of an employer is the university? We would also like to propose that the 
nature of reciprocity and interaction taking between the university and academics 
should be researched in more details. We hope that our research has managed to show 
that reciprocity is an important new perspective to study topics related to academic 
work, academic careers and to the relationships between academics and universities.   
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