Peer-Reviewed Article

© Higher Education Politics & Economics
Volume 11, Issue 1 (2025), pp. 2-22

ISSN: 2162-3104 (Print), 2166-3750 (Online)
doi: 10.32674/hepe.v11i1.7219

ojed.org/hepe

Random-Track: The End of Academic Career as We
Know It?

Asli Vatansever
Bard College Berlin

ABSTRACT

The decrease in public funding and the subsequent increase in temporary employment
in academia are often viewed as crisis symptoms. While the crisis rhetoric may be
premature, the turn towards hyper-competitive qualification systems that generate
unfixed career advancement models may indeed mark a break from the tenure-
oriented career structure. Drawing on a pilot online survey conducted with over 300
academics within the European Research Area (ERA), this study reveals a potentially
radical transformation of the academic career paradigm from a tenure-oriented path
towards an increasingly episodic, nomadic, and unsystematic drift, defined here as
‘random-track’.
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We have entered a new phase in the history of university as institution, usually
associated in the extant literature with increased managerialism, digitalization of
teaching, commercialization of higher education, legitimation struggles within
humanities, and casualization of academic workforce (Brienza, 2016; Childress,
2019; Ivancheva, 2015; Kalfa et al., 2018). Particularly, the rapid percentile growth
of temporarily employed researchers is considered a major policy challenge
(American Association of University Professors, 2014; American Federation of
Teachers, 2020; Bundesministerium fiir Bildung und Forschung [BMBF], 2021;
European Commission [EC], 2017; Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development [OECD], 2021; University and College Union, 2021). These
contemporary shifts are often interpreted as indicators of a ‘crisis of academia’ or
the collapse of university (Carta et al., 2020; Donskis et al., 2019). While the growing
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volatility of academic careers may not yet mark the end of university as a whole, it
may indicate the end of the traditional, tenure-oriented academic career structure as
we know it. This study supports this argument with data from a pilot online survey
conducted with 321 researchers from different disciplines and at various postdoctoral
career stages within the European Research Area (ERA). Looking beyond the
immediate implications of temporary employment and identifying the occupational
trend it points toward, this study embeds labor casualization into the framework of
long-term sectoral development.

Scholarship on academic careers off the tenure-track addresses a variety of
issues. Topics in this line of literature include career breaks among temporary staff
(Jones, 2023), lack of permanent prospects and job satisfaction (van der Weijden et
al., 2015), and precarity both in terms of employment (Courtois & O’Keefe, 2015)
and as the predominant work culture (Burton & Bowman, 2022).

Despite these analytical advances, extant literature by and large continues to view
episodic employment as deviation rather than an incipient career structure (Childress,
2019; Hirslund et al., 2019; Ivancheva, 2020). This can be attributed to three factors:
first, tenure’s centrality in the cultural imagery of academia as the pinnacle of
scientific merit seems to surpass its growing factual marginality in contemporary
academic careers (Cerami, 2022). Consequently, what the ubiquity of nonstandard
career patterns signifies beyond precarization remains underexamined. Second,
academic career research is largely dominated by life-cycle approaches, focusing on
individual coping mechanisms and career management strategies developed in
response to the accelerated academic labor process (Whitchurch et al., 2021; Ylijoki
& Henriksson, 2017). While individual narratives offer insight into the diversity of
professional paths, the singularizing focus fails to capture the shift in the overall
career-structural framework that those particular stories are embedded in. Last but not
least, there is a lack of distinction between instant employment status and overall
career trajectory (O’Connor et al., 2023; Ortlieb & Weiss, 2018). The overemphasis
on precarity as a mere career stage or policy challenge fails to look beyond the time-
scale of employment transitions and see their pervasiveness for what it is: a sign of a
more substantial shift in the overall mode of academic career progression.

To overcome these gaps, this study shifts the focus away from the subjective,
contractual, or labor processual levels towards the sectoral level. It explores how the
academic industry itself proliferates a new career sequence model in response to the
double bind of labor oversupply and underfunding. On the theoretical level, this study
expands on Christine Musselin’s (2005, 2018) typology of qualification models and
Alexandre Afonso’s (2014, 2016) classification of academic labor markets in two
ways. The study complements them with the category of transitioning systems and
transitioning labor markets respectively. It also integrates them into the overarching
framework of ‘career structure’ and ‘career paradigm’.

Musselin (2005) associated transitioning academic labor markets with increased
regulation. This study further defines the aspect of transition as a radical change at
the level of advancement systems and labor markets. In terms of advancement
systems, this study identifies a turn from promotion-based towards competitive and
from competitive towards randomized advancement. With regard to the nature of
labor markets, this study argues that there is an ongoing shift from secure towards
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insecure and from insecure towards what Frank and Cook (2013) describe as winner-
take-all markets. Academic career structure refers to the commonly recognized
career sequence paradigm that prevails in slightly different forms across diverse
academic systems. Qualification systems represent local interpretations of the
predominant career sequence paradigm; labor markets determine its viability.
Therefore, the re-regulation of qualification systems and the (dis)equilibrium of
academic labor markets present an accurate starting point for analyzing the overall
transformation of the predominant career structure.

Empirically, the current study draws on the results of an ERA-wide pilot survey
conducted from the end of February to the end of June 2023. Data include responses
from both tenured and non-tenured segments of the postdoctoral workforce from
various disciplines and 20 countries. The non-linear and incidental nature of this
emergent career structure is described here as random-track as a subcategory of the
‘career paradigm’ framework. This conceptual design aims at contributing to two
different lines of literature: By capturing the ongoing career paradigm shift in
academia, it intends to shed light on the current direction of the profession and
contribute to the contemporary discourse on academic work. By embedding the
notion of career into the larger framework of sector-specific mode of progression, it
offers a holistic toolkit for studying the diversification of occupational trajectories.
At a further level, the concept of random-track can also illuminate the impact of
discontinuous employment on sectors with formerly unilinear progression schemes.

The study consists of five main sections. The first two sections introduce the
analytical framework and elucidate the methods of data gathering and analysis.
Section 3 presents the survey findings and evaluates them on the basis of the random-
track framework. Sections 4 and 5 revisit the main postulates of this study and discuss
both the theoretical and practical implications of the findings.

ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK

In this study, academic career structure refers to the commonly recognized career
sequence paradigm prevalent across diverse academic systems. Traditionally, this
pattern has been characterized by unilinear upward career mobility towards
permanent professorship (or equivalent) as the highest career level. Accepting career
as both a cognitive and social construct a la Goffman (1961), in all academic systems
on which data are available, “the ideology of tenure” (Cerami, 2022, p. 53) has so far
shaped both the subjective self-image of the academic and the objective career
prospects that are deemed desirable and theoretically achievable for anyone who
fulfills certain measurable qualification criteria.

Academic career system, on the other hand, describes the contextual variations
in the modus operandi of the abovementioned career sequence paradigm. The term
refers to “features such as entry requirements, the ranking system, rules and criteria
for appointment and promotion, the type and work content of different positions”
(Frelich et al., 2018, p. 17). An academic career system is ultimately shaped by the
institutional and legal frameworks of academic qualification that are designed to
select the most eligible candidates for permanent employment (i.e., the beneficiaries
of the predominant career sequence paradigm).
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The workability of the overall career sequence paradigm depends on the
efficiency of a given academic qualification system to provide a sufficient number of
adequate career prospects for those it recruits. Occupational prospects in line with the
predominant career sequence paradigm are defined in this study as paradigmatic
advancement chances. Their availability is determined by the labor market dynamics
of the sector. Many academic systems have responded to the double bind of labor
oversupply and public underfunding with increasingly exclusionary adaptations of
the traditional tenure-oriented career paradigm over the last decades. Especially
within the ERA, academic qualification systems have been re-designed to select an
ever-shrinking group of beneficiaries (“insiders”), while expanding the reserve army
of equally qualified but statistically disposable substitutes (“outsiders”; Afonso,
2014). This has been achieved through higher education reforms that prolong and
complexify the non-tenured period at the postdoctoral stage and, thus, systematically
decrease the availability of paradigmatic advancement chances.

This simultaneous shift in the academic labor markets and advancement schemes
is explained here with the category of ‘transitioning’ markets and systems. Following
Afonso’s (2016) classification, academic labor markets are categorized according to
a given market’s exclusivity/inclusivity towards candidates with foreign degrees or
backgrounds (closed/open) and its capacity to provide permanent prospects for
entrants (secure/insecure). Accordingly, ‘transitioning labor markets’ are defined in
this study in two forms: first, it involves academic labor markets hitherto known as
secure that are now transitioning towards more insecurity (i.e., towards a higher
discrepancy between the labor supply and the provision of permanent jobs). Second,
it also refers to insecure labor markets that are currently transitioning towards what
Frank and Cook (2013) dubbed the winner-take-all markets. In the academic sector,
a winner-take-all market basically boils down to a near total elimination of permanent
positions and an extensive randomization of academic recruitment. This is, for
example, currently the case in the German academic labor market, where 92% of the
academic workforce is employed on fixed-term contracts, while only 5% of Ph.D.-
holders have a prospect of tenure (BMBF, 2021; Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund,
2020).

On the other hand, the category of transitioning advancement systems, is
developed in view of Musselin’s (2005) typology, consisting of “promotion-based
systems” that grant tenure based on seniority and “competitive systems” featuring
multiple trials with no guarantee of permanent employment (p. 136). Accordingly,
transitioning academic systems refer to both promotional systems on the way of
becoming competitive, and competitive systems evolving towards deregulated
academic environments with no standard advancement scheme. In the former case,
that is, the promotion system turning competitive, evaluation mechanisms gradually
cease to serve the purpose of academic qualification. Instead, the aim is to reduce the
number of publicly funded insiders by complexifying the career progression
procedure. Legislative frameworks like the Bologna Process and corresponding
policies in national contexts, such as the Gelmini Reform in Italy (Fadda et al., 2022)
or the Fundamental Law of Universities Act that introduced more competitive quality
assurance mechanisms in Spain (Sanz-Menéndez & Cruz-Castro, 2019), serve this
specific purpose.
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In the latter case, when competitive academic systems turn into disorganized
landscapes of hit-or-miss careers, the qualification scheme starts to pursue a massive
elimination of all who cannot subsidize their own positions through successive
external funding. While a competitive system aims to coerce the greatest possible
portion of the labor force to self-fund, disarranged advancement systems aim to
ultimately punish those who fail to do so. This is, for example, what the highly
contested Fixed-Term Academic Employment Law in Germany, that recently
reduced the temporary employment phase at the postdoc level from 6 down to 4 years
without providing concrete permanent options, intends to achieve (BMBF, 2024).

Transitioning from competitive towards anarchic academic systems involves an
extensive randomization of the defining parameters and stages of academic career.
This study defines the new career structure that emerges from this paradigm shift as
random-track. The term implies a discontinuous, nomadic, and circumstantial career
path, which, rather than progressing, seems to move around aperiodic cycles of
employment and unemployment. Without apparent career advancement or goal
attainment translated in promotion and rank increase, random-track stands in stark
contrast with traditional tenure-track that was characterized by a “limited number of
academic ‘rites of passage’” (Vinkenburg et al., 2020, p. 2).

A variety of intersectional factors, including socioeconomic background, gender,
ethnicity, or political stance might play a role in how randomization proceeds in
individual trajectories. Yet, the fact that the predominant career structure is becoming
random in its overall course persists. The general tendency of randomization is
identified in this study along a set of objective and subjective criteria. Objective
criteria include mobility, employment status security, and career stability. Subjective
criteria involve experiences and personal perceptions about whether one’s
professional status and activities provide autonomy, thematic/disciplinary coherence,
career prospects, and professional satisfaction.

Random-track trajectories typically feature increased — and often involuntary —
institutional and geographic mobility. The latter sometimes implies mobility between
different academic qualification systems with partly clashing advancement criteria,
posing additional disadvantages in terms of career progression (Courtois & O’Keefe,
2024). As to employment status and career stability, the candidate’s track-record is
marked by high liminality, resulting from a series of short- or fixed-term postdoc
positions with no scheduled tenure and frequent and/or relatively long involuntary
breaks between employment phases. Even if the individual obtains a permanent
position at one point, it is usually not a direct or planned result of any of the multiple
past positions. Random-track careers chronically circle around disconnected postdoc
positions ideally designed for early-career qualification, with little to no thematic
coherence and only limited autonomy over work content. On a subjective level, the
unpredictability of the overall trajectory often obscures career goals and causes a
distance between career expectations and achievements. Figure 1 summarizes the
analytical framework deployed in this study to explain the shift in the academic career
paradigm.
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Figure 1: Shift in the Academic Career Paradigm

Note: Author’s own elaboration, informed by categorizations of Musselin (2005), Afonso
(2016), and Frank and Cook (2013).

METHODOLOGY
Sample Selection and Data Collection

This study is based on a pilot online survey exploring the general characteristics of
contemporary academic career trajectories. The pilot survey aimed at providing an
initial understanding of the assumed sectoral transformation and probe the salience
of the random-track framework. A formal application for ethical clearance was
submitted to Riga Stradins University on 22 February 2023, but the requirement for
approval was waived by the respective ethics committee. Between 27 February and
30 June 2023, the online questionnaire was disseminated through personal networks
and cold emails to a total of 1360 individual PhD-holders working in research and
higher education within the ERA. Potential participants were recruited by searching
through institutional personnel databases. In line with the study’s aim to identify the
general shift in career trajectories across disciplines, systems and career stages, the
sample selection followed a non-probabilistic purposive sampling strategy that
allowed for higher sample diversity. In addition to university and research institute
personnel databases, the survey was sent out to two broad researchers’ networks in
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Germany, namely the Network for Decent Work in Academia (NGAWiss) and the
network of Brazilian researchers working in Germany (Rede Apoena). Purposive
sampling criteria were limited to having obtained a doctorate and chosen academia as
main occupation. The research design and sample selection aimed at discerning the
common tendency underneath the variations — not the singular factors that lead to
variations of the common tendency. Accordingly, intersectional factors such as age,
ethnicity, and gender that might lead to different varieties of randomization were not
deemed decisive at this stage.

The sample comprised Ph.D.-holders at different career stages. Early-careers
with up to 7 years of post-Ph.D. experience represent the majority (47,81%), followed
by mid-careers with 7-15 years of post-Ph.D. work experience (38,44%) and senior
academics with over 15 years of experience in research and teaching (12,5%). Based
on the disciplinary classifications of OECD’s Frascati Manual (OECD, 2015), 236
respondents came from social sciences and humanities, while 84 were from natural
sciences, engineering and technology, medical and health sciences, and agricultural
and veterinary sciences. With 321 valid responses out of 379, the completion rate was
85%. Compared to the number of researchers currently active within the European
Education Area (1,17M), the sample size had a confidence level between 90-95%
(EC, n.d.).

Responses were collected from Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, Denmark,
Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Netherlands, Norway,
Poland, Portugal, Romania, Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey, and the UK, with the
majority coming from Germany (93), the UK (46), and Italy (39). Nine respondents’
country of work differed from their country of residence. In some cases, the commute
was exceptionally taxing, as the researcher resided in Belgium but worked in Ukraine,
was employed in Slovenia but lived in Germany, or was working in the Czech
Republic while residing in Portugal.

The rationale behind the geographic focus was threefold. First, ERA itself
represents an effort to create a coherent framework of qualification across varying
academic systems. Second, researcher mobility, which is an integral element of
randomized career tracks, has become an imperative within the Bologna process
(Courtois & O’Keefe 2024). Lastly, despite ongoing integration efforts, member
countries differ in their academic labor market structures and employment regimes
(Bojica et al., 2023). Within this contradictory context, mobility often involves a
constant move between different academic career advancement regimes and labor
markets with partly clashing advancement criteria, adding to the randomization and
bifurcation of career paths. Hence, ERA provides an emblematic case for labor
market and academic system transitions.

Participants received an informative participant consent form. The questionnaire
consisted of three parts, moving from general questions about (1) current employment
status and (2) work history, to more personal ones about (3) career goals and
occupational satisfaction. Prompts were developed around six code -clusters
corresponding to the main determinants of random-track (mobility, employment
in/security, career in/stability, seniority-autonomy discrepancy, thematic
in/coherence, career dis/satisfaction). Questions pertained to the respondents’
academic field, career stage, current position, current funding/employment type,
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number of temporary positions after the Ph.D., number of different academic
institutions the respondent worked at so far, duration of shortest term position,
frequency of non-academic jobs, total duration of unemployment, motives to
persevere in academia, level of perceived autonomy in teaching and research,
thematic overlap between current position and actual research interests, estimated
likeliness of obtaining tenure, the centrality of obtaining tenure as career goal, and
the perceived degree of correspondence between career plans and current professional
status.

Apart from the initial part confirming participant consent and documenting
scientific discipline and country of work/residence, the questionnaire comprised 15
structured questions with partly non-exhaustive response sets and specification
options to allow for uninformed, neutral or more detailed replies, when necessary
(Singh, 2007). The differing levels of complexity in each part of the survey, the
information-rich character of the case, and the preliminary nature of the study
necessitated a qualitative non-scaled survey design. This allowed a larger number of
respondents to provide detailed considerations on their occupational trajectories.

Data Analysis

As randomization of careers denotes a gradual process rather than an absolute
condition, the analysis followed a non-parametric evidential interpretation of ordinal
data. The research design was based on the idea of a fully qualitative survey “which
not only collect[s] qualitative data, but prioritize[s] qualitative research values
alongside qualitative techniques” and “seek[s] to harness the potential qualitative data
offer for nuanced, in-depth and sometimes new understandings of social issues”
(Braun et al., 2020, p. 2 — italics in the original). Accordingly, the survey results were
analyzed in three steps. First, they were analyzed thematically along the six initial
code clusters explicated above. At the second stage, the resulting data were cross-
tabulated with (a) one independent variable (career stage), (b) one composite variable
(career stability as a composition of mobility, current employment status, current
funding type, and employment history), and (c) one dependent variable (perceptions
of career prospects and goal-attainment). These steps provided a specified focus on
the main themes. But reducing the data into a summary of singular questions analyzed
along specific themes can run the risk of yielding a particularized and de-
contextualized understanding of the phenomenon at hand. Therefore, at the last stage,
the survey results were analyzed as “one cohesive dataset” (Braun et al., 2020, p. 10,
emphasis in original). This involved analyzing respondents’ replies to certain
questions in relation to their replies to other questions and against the backdrop of
their entire trajectory as conveyed in the survey. Participant quotes used in this study
have not been edited except for typos and punctuation.

FINDINGS

In the last instance, random-track career is characterized by an unpathed trajectory
(marked by serial episodic employment, precarious mobility, and prolonged
liminality) that results in an overall goal disorientation and is sustained by a phantom
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idea of career as a sequence of intentional steps eventually leading to professional
fulfilment and worthy of emotional/financial sacrifices. The first one pertains to
objective career conditions; the last two refer to the subjective mechanisms that result
from, or serve to cope with, those conditions. The cross-tabulated and combined
findings will be summarized along these two dimensions in the following.

Career Without a Path: Episodic Employment and Nomadic Affiliation

The respondents’ current employment status shows that approximately 86% of early-
career, 60% of mid-career and 45% of senior academics have temporary positions.
However, what defines the randomness of a career is not whether one has a permanent
position per se, but rather the unsystematic nature of the entire road that leads — or,
in most cases, fails to lead — to that permanent position. An analysis of the data against
the backdrop of the composite variable of career stability demonstrates that the career
structure trend thematized in this study goes beyond supposedly temporary early- or
mid-career job insecurity. As a matter of fact, even tenured or senior respondents’
track records have been marked by unpredictability and volatility for most of their
professional lives. Of those who currently have a permanent academic job, 67% had
up to five different temporary positions, while ca. 20% had more than five different
temporary positions before they landed their current one. Almost 62% of currently
tenured respondents went through two to five different institutions until they ended
up in their current institution. Also, over 52% of them experienced unemployment
phases varying between less than six months and longer than a year during their
postdoc phase.

Frequent positional and institutional mobility, accompanied by employment
instability, appears to also be the norm at later career stages. For example, 65% of
senior respondents have worked at two to five different institutions. So far, 45% have
had up to five different temporary positions, while 40% have held more than five
different temporary positions. More importantly, those jobs appear to be of extremely
short duration, as only 7.5% of senior academics had contracts for longer than three
years throughout their careers. For senior academics, 52,5% also experienced
unemployment phases of varying durations.

With regard to positional mobility, over 75% of all respondents worked at least
in up to five different fixed-term or temporary positions. Over 56% of those with a
track record of one to five different fixed-term positions also experienced
unemployment for longer than a year in total during their postdoc phase. Of the 58
respondents who worked at more than five different fixed-term positions throughout
their careers, approximately 55% stated that their shortest postdoc employment was
as brief as three to six months, while 36% also experienced unemployment for longer
than a year in total. Figure 2 depicts positional mobility among respondents.
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Figure 2: Positional Mobility Among Researchers Across ERA

As to institutional mobility, only around 13% of the respondents remained at the
same institution they received their Ph.D. from, while only 12% managed to find a
permanent position right after Ph.D. Almost 68% of the respondents worked at two
to five different institutions throughout their postdoctoral careers. Broken down into
different staff categories, the share of that segment is particularly high among full-
time non-tenured instructors (100%), currently unemployed researchers
(approximately 89%), adjunct lecturers (75%), and those in administrative positions
(50%). Figure 3 shows the general levels of institutional mobility.

Figure 3: Institutional Mobility Among Researchers Across ERA

Another distinct feature of random-track career is the extreme transience of
employment phases. The shortest term academic positions the respondents had until
now vary between 12-36 months (approximately 29%), 3-6 months (26%), or 6-12
months (24%). Those whose shortest employment phase was longer than three years
(approximately 8%) as well as those who never had to take up temporary employment
after the Ph.D. (approximately 3.5%) constitute a remarkably negligible minority.

Last but not least, a random-track career is often marked by discontinuity und
involuntary career disruptions. Around 60% of all respondents experienced
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unemployment of some duration throughout their careers. Over 62% of early-career,
over 50% of mid-career, and 52.5% of senior academics went through unemployment
phases of various lengths. Even among professorial staff, almost 49% underwent
unemployment periods varying between less than six months and longer than a year
before obtaining tenure. Finally, approximately 45% of currently unemployed
respondents were unemployed for longer than one year in total.

Career Without Aim: Goal Confusion, Purposeless Perseverance, Phantom
Careers

At a subjective level, random-track careers are accompanied by (1) ambiguity of
career goals, (2) perceived distance between actual professional status and career
objectives, and (3) devotion to an idea of career that doesn’t exist in practice. 118 out
of 321 respondents (approximately 37%) stated to see tenure as a career goal and
work toward it. However, paradoxically, of those 37%, almost 25% also assessed
their chance of actually obtaining tenure as “rather unlikely or impossible”.
Meanwhile, 18% gave up on tenure due to institutional/structural/labor market-
related factors, even though it was initially a major career objective. 9% never strove
for tenure but somehow obtained it, while only about 17% said that tenure was a
career goal which they eventually achieved. This seems like a strikingly low rate for
goal attainment in a sector traditionally characterized by unilinear progression and
effort-reward reciprocity.

Among early-career researchers, goal confusion seems to find expression in
pessimism and rejection of conventional career. An early-career social scientist from
Germany, Respondent 272, who currently has a fixed-term research fellowship, has
already worked at two to five different institutions and temporary positions, and spent
longer than a year after the Ph.D. unemployed, describes the chances of obtaining
tenure as “rather unlikely/impossible”. Yet, when asked about how assessing career,
Respondent 272 expressed self-contentment, while signaling deliberate reluctance:

I'm at a point which is ok for my academic career, but am not sure anymore if |

want to continue pursuing it due to the lack of positions and the surrounding legal

regulations in Germany. (Respondent 272 — italics added)

Another early-career social scientist from the UK with a temporary teaching
fellowship, Respondent 214, who had the rare privilege to remain at the same
institution where the Ph.D. was received and has only experienced unemployment for
less than six months so far, thinks tenure is possible within the next five years, but
the response reflects an overall cynicism towards the idea of traditional
straightforward career:

I never believed in a specific career plan, growing up in an environment of

financial crisis requiring me to be agile and flexible. Taking advantage of short-

term opportunities seems to work thus far. Let’s see if tenure is real. (Respondent

214)

Respondent 249, an early-career humanities scholar from Germany with a fixed-
term adjunct/substitute lecturer contract, who has already worked at two to five
different institutions and spent longer than one year in unemployment, assesses the
chance of landing a permanent position as “unlikely/impossible”. When asked about
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career goals, Respondent 249 conveyed general dissatisfaction with the current
academic climate, which apparently renders a traditional career path unattractive:

[T]he current academic environment is not supportive of [science], because a) a

lot of time is spent with writing applications for grants, b) often projects [on

certain topics] are being supported financially [...]. So a position yes, but not

under these institutional and dogmatic circumstances. (Respondent 249)

While early-careers articulate their goal confusion as active disdain and
skepticism toward traditional academic careers, resignation seems to prevail at later
stages. For example, Respondent 287, a mid-career social scientist from Germany,
has worked at several different temporary positions and two to five different
institutions so far. Currently, Respondent 287 has a fixed-term part-time
administrative position and a temporary teaching-only contract. Yet, somewhat
inconsistently for someone with distinctly non-research positions, the respondent
refers to “passion for research” as the main motivation for staying in the business.
Similarly, while defining tenure as a career goal achievable “within the next 5 years
or less”, there is concern in the face of the austerity of Germany’s academic
landscape:

I am doing what I can and I am hopeful that I will get there, but fearful that it

might not happen in this country despite my high qualifications and great work,

because there are not enough permanent positions, and teaching has turned into

a commodity. (Respondent 287)

Disorientation and disappointment also echo in the words of a mid-career social
scientist from Portugal. Respondent 132 worked in up to five different temporary
positions at two to five different institutions, before landing a current fixed-term
research fellowship thanks to “a combination of privilege, insane amounts of work,
and luck” explains:

Where only 5-10% of candidates are able to get (precarious) research positions,
somehow I managed to do that. [...] While I do have a job [...] —, the weight that
is associated with seemingly eternal precarity, knowing that I have to compete
again and again and again for my next contract, the constant counting down of
months of contract, the fact that I am not considered a full member of my
university [...] is outrageously disturbing. (Respondent 132 — italics added)

Defeatism, goal ambiguity, and purposeless perseverance is also evident in the
case of Respondent 246, a mid-career medical and health science scholar from the
UK, who currently works as a research fellow with a fixed-term contract. On whether
obtaining tenure represents a career goal, Respondent 246 wrote:

Yes, but as it is very unlikely. 1 am not necessarily working towards it and have

considered moving out of academia due to lack of stability and low pay.

However, | have not given up yet. (Respondent 246 — italics added)

Mixed feelings and career disorientation are not limited to non-tenured faculty.
In fact, almost 29% of the tenured respondents state that obtaining tenure was either
never or a long-abandoned career goal for them. Respondent 104, a tenured professor
in medical and health sciences in Netherlands, is among 7.5% of senior academics
who proceeded to have tenure right after finishing the Ph.D. Ironically, this
respondent neither set obtaining tenure as a priority, nor ever strove towards a
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straightforward career, but “got a permanent position due to a mistake of the Human
Resources Department” (Respondent 104 — italics added).

Respondent 193, a tenured mid-career humanities professor from Poland, also
describes a coincidental path to tenure by pursing “both academic and non-academic
paths”, regularly taking up non-academic jobs, spent over a year in total unemployed,
and then uncalculatedly applied for and got a tenured position. Yet, imprecise career
objectives and disillusionment seem to persist:

I’m still open for non-academic career options. [...] I deeply depleted my internal

psychical resources and became disillusioned with academia. Currently, I don’t

perceive it [...] as an ,,important job that makes a difference”. It is a highly toxic,

underpaid and stressful work environment. (Respondent 193)

Another case of goal confusion at an advanced career stage is Respondent 175, a
currently unemployed senior humanities scholar from Latvia who had a tenured
professorship in the past. But after having reached the goal of having tenure, realized
they were “better without it”. Despite having deliberately resigned a tenured position,
Respondent 175 somewhat inconsistently claims to be looking for teaching jobs at
the moment and deems the chances of getting a tenured position “likely within the
next 5 years or less”.

Rampant career disorientation and objectively bleak prospects notwithstanding,
the majority sticks with a career path they are evidently dissatisfied with, exhausted
from, or unsure about. Strikingly, there were only four career dropouts among 321
respondents and, paradoxically, one of them was in fact still trying to find a way back
into the sector. Yet, those who persevere do not seem to be rewarded with
paradigmatic career chances, either. Over 65% have either a fixed-term (externally or
internally funded project-based employment for a specified duration) or temporary
position (flexible and assignment-based employment such as course-based hourly
contracts, task- or service-based special contracts, or substitute contracts). Moreover,
most of those 65% seem to experience all three subjective aspects of random-track
mentioned above: Almost half of currently fixed-term, temporarily employed, or
unemployed researchers (approximately 45%) assess their chances of obtaining a
permanent academic position as “rather unlikely/impossible”, while approximately
46% claim to be working toward it, nonetheless. As to how the non-tenured
respondents (fixed-term, temporary, and unemployed participants combined)
perceive the distance between their career objectives and their current professional
status, almost 1/4 perceive their careers as “significantly lagging behind their
expectations” and they “do not expect to catch up anymore”.

Considering the rigidity of academic labor markets and the general unclarity of
career goals common across different career stages, one might wonder why so many,
including the currently unemployed, stay in the game. The majority of respondents
(42%) referred to “passion for research and the sense of belonging to the academic
community” as their main motive. Only approximately 26% remain(ed) in academia
for the possibility of obtaining a permanent position one day. Three respondents
commented that they persevere for the sake of “finding another temporary position
soon”.

Figure 4 illustrates respondents’ main motives to persevere through unstable and
episodic professional lives.
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Figure 4: Motives for Perseverance

While these percentages give a general idea about the main narrative (“passion for
research”), a closer look demonstrates the contradictions of resilience in today’s
randomized careerscapes. Respondent 79, a tenured mid-career social scientist from
Netherlands, remained in academia simply because “no other options worked”.
Another case is Respondent 315, a senior humanities lecturer from Germany with a
fixed-term contract, who had more than five different temporary jobs at more than
five different institutions throughout their career. Despite having spent longer than a
year in unemployment in total, the respondent never took up any jobs outside of
academia and preferred to remain formally unemployed until finding another
academic job. What appears like devotion to the academic profession, however, turns
out to be a love-hate attachment, as Respondent 315 refers to “contempt for the
system” as the main reason to stay in academia and adds a cautionary remark in
parentheses for future candidates: “(avoid entering it)”.

Another participant, Respondent 132, whose lengthy reflections on the futility of
academic career were cited previously, refers to “sense of public service” as a source
of resilience. Considering the fact that the quoted respondent is a fixed-term
researcher with no civil servant status, this seems like internalized commitment to an
idea of academic career that doesn’t exist in reality. The implications of this
ideological relic of the tenure-track paradigm can only be understood in view of the
accompanying emotional and financial sacrifices. Despite career instability and bleak
prospects, approximately 48% of the respondents reported that they continued to self-
fund their academic activities during times of unemployment. Investing into a career
that does not even provide the bare minimum (i.e., formal employment) is certainly
in accordance with what Gill (2009) called the sacrificial ethos of academia. This
work culture may have been appropriate for the tenure-track paradigm, in which
unpaid community services were balanced off with lifetime of job security and social
benefits. However, despite lacking its status and privileges, most random-track
academics continue to adhere to the work ethic and public responsibility of a civil
servant, carrying the burden but none of the benefits of their profession and, thus,
massively reduce the total labor cost in the sector. The entire academic industry seems
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to cling to, and in fact economically hinge upon, an image of academic career that
does not correspond to the sector’s current realities.

DISCUSSION

The sample presents outcomes in two key areas. At the empirical level, the findings
corroborate the shift in the mode of career progression in both its objective and
subjective dimensions. Objectively, the increased career instability of the respondents
(identified by the composition of current employment status and work history)
confirms the growing unpredictability and inconsistency of academic careers.
Subjectively, the respondents’ replies on their objectives, motives, and self-
assessments document how randomization is accompanied by goal confusion,
decrease in perceived goal attainment, and a largely dissatisfactory occupational
attachment bordering on purposeless perseverance. Moreover, the range and
qualitative character of the data also bring to light the differences in the way
professional dissatisfaction is experienced and articulated at different career stages:
early-career researchers tend to highlight agency and personal choice, whereas mid-
career researchers stress the diminishing levels of psycho-emotional capacity and
structural possibility. Senior academics, on the other hand, retrospectively question
academic career’s overall worth.

The findings also demonstrate the contradictory nature of randomization. The
majority of individual actors navigating their careers in this changing environment do
not peacefully comply with the new parameters of their profession imposed upon
them, nor do they immediately stop aspiring towards traditional career objectives.
The considerable portion of those who deem tenure unlikely/impossible and yet
continue to aspire toward it attests to this rift. The analysis also depicts the various
ways in which the enduring attachment to the idea of a factually vanishing career type
manifests itself: the common reference to passion for research even in the absence of
a research position is one of them. Another example is the lasting sense of public
service or the widespread practice of self-funding academic activities despite the
absence of a tenured position and civil servant status. The findings thus reveal the
cultural tenacity of the tenure-track ideology, even though its socio-economic
foundations, along with the career type it relied on, are evidently vanishing.

At the theoretical level, the sample highlights the analytical utility of the
academic career paradigm approach in two ways. First, the framework of academic
career structure, as opposed to the unifocal study of employment duration or
individual career narratives, permits a more comprehensive analysis of the structural
shift that goes beyond academic precarity or labor market deregulation. Viewed from
this analytical lens, the plethora of non-standard academic trajectories co-existing
within a formally unified research area, which Musselin (2005) had interpreted as a
sign of increased institutional autonomy by the beginning of the Bologna process,
rather appears to be a result of arbitrary recruitment practices and the consequent
randomization of qualification schemes across ERA. Second, the random-track
category proves particularly useful for grasping the idiosyncrasies of contemporary
careers. Applied to the sample, the random-track model highlights the paradigmatic
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overlap in seemingly disparate individual trajectories across different qualification
systems and career stages.

CONCLUSION

This study addressed three deficiencies in the extant literature that have so far limited
our understanding of the academic sector’s current transformation and long-term
direction: the tenure-centered discourse’s continued marginalization of episodic
employment as deviation from the norm, the predominance of life-cycle approaches
that tend to overlook the common structural tendency within individual stories, and
the precarity literature’s overemphasis on instant employment status that sometimes
misrepresents temporary employment as a transitory situation limited to early career.
To overcome these shortcomings, it adopted a two-pronged approach. On a
theoretical level, the study proposed an alternative analytical framework, informed
by Musselin’s (2005, 2018) typology of qualification systems and Afonso’s (2014,
2016) varieties of academic labor markets. These two classificatory models were
combined within the framework of academic career paradigm and complemented
with the categories of transitional academic systems and transitional labor markets.
To identify the shared characteristics of contemporary academic careers, the study
proposed random-track as a subcategory of the career paradigm. This analytical lens
was then applied on data from a pilot survey conducted with over 300 researchers
working in ERA. The framework and the supporting findings have implications for
both the analysis of academic work in the 21* century and the theorization of episodic
employment in career sectors formerly characterized by stability and unilinear
progression.

The study’s concrete contribution to research on academic labor and employment
is twofold. First, on an empirical level, the findings delineate the three interwoven
characteristics of randomized careers: (1) a haphazard occupational history (marked
by serial episodic employment, precarious mobility, and involuntary disruptions)
leading to (2) goal disorientation and sustained by (3) a phantom idea of career. The
findings demonstrate the pervasiveness of these traits in contemporary careerscapes.
The long-term implications of this trend exceed the problem of precarity and indicate
a gradual transformation of the entire career structure of the profession. However, the
ideological hegemony of the vanishing paradigm continues to shape individuals’
imaginations of success, while making it practically impossible for an ever-growing
majority to achieve success in previously defined terms. This interregnum between a
dying old world and a new one yet to be born (Gramsci, 1999) instigates frictions of
both personal and political kind. The former is evident in the respondents’ comments
cited in previous chapters. The latter can be seen in various contemporary academic
labor movements across the globe that exceed the scope of this study (Berry &
Worthen, 2021; Hirslund et al., 2019; Vatansever, 2023).

Second, on a theoretical level, based on these findings, the study confirms the
analytical utility of the career paradigm framework for a better understanding of the
long-term sectoral transformation beyond its immediate symptoms like precarity and
contingency. Although the type of irregular career outlined in this study has evidently
become common to a growing majority of the academic labor force in the Global
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North (EC, 2017), it has not yet been named, let alone systematically analyzed in
extant literature. In view of the decline of tenure as a career model, the current
discourse focuses mostly on individual coping mechanisms (Whitchurch et al., 2021)
or policy suggestions for alternative employment models (The Chronicle of Higher
Education, 2021). The following question often remains unaddressed: given the
current employment trends and putting our normative expectations of ‘what ought to
be’ aside, what kind of career structure is factually replacing tenure-track? The
concept of random-track represents an opening effort to tackle this question head-on.

This study has limitations both in terms of sample and scope. The method of non-
probability sampling provides little control over the location and career stage of
respondents. For example, the predominance of random-track respondents can be
attributed to the high proportion of samples from systems that are transitioning from
competitive to randomized (Germany) or from promotional to competitive (Italy),
and competitive (UK). Similarly, non-tenured academics can be more inclined to
participate than tenured faculty, which might have led to a relative participation bias.
However, since random-track is more about the unsystematic nature of the entire
career trajectory, regardless of whether it results in the obtainment of tenure at some
point or not, than instant employment status, the impact of the said bias on the
conclusions remains insignificant. As to the limitations in terms of the scope of the
study, to depict the structural shift in its full scope, the geographic focus should be
expanded. Similarly, to shift the focus and map out the particular within the general,
additional aspects, such as differences between career profiles in different labor
markets or intersectional factors that affect individual trajectories should be
accounted for. This study identifies the general sectoral trend and provides a snapshot
of an ongoing structural tendency, which can serve as a starting point for future
studies in the field. The insights and the conceptual framework presented here will
hopefully inspire a broader perspective on career not only as an individual’s journey
determined by personal choice, but as a profession-specific mode of progression,
shaped and reshaped by the structural conditions of the sector and sustained by a
legitimizing work culture.
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