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Stand first 

High-quality research requires appropriate employment and working conditions for researchers. 

However, many academic systems rely on short-term employment contracts, biased selection 

procedures and misaligned incentives, which hinder research quality and progress. We discuss 

ways to redesign academic systems, emphasizing the role of permanent employment. 
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Across disciplines, research quality benefits from transparency and openness, as well as efforts to 

replicate and reproduce. In recent years there has been a surge in open scholarship, thanks to efforts 

towards promoting robust research grounded in the principles of good research practice, sparked 

primarily by individuals and grassroots approaches. Yet this movement is up against an academic 

structure with a high proportion of short-term contracts, precarious working conditions, misaligned 

incentives, and unpaid labor, all of which pose barriers to high-quality research.  

 

Non-permanent employment is a systemic problem 

Particularly early and mid-career researchers, researchers from underrepresented and marginalized 

groups, and researchers in the Global South suffer from problematic employment conditions in the 

academic system. While legislation and policies vary between countries (see Supplementary 

Information), we see a common problem: a lack of permanent positions with dedicated research 

funding, leading to an overreliance on project-based funding with short-term research positions. 

Doctoral students may not receive any salary or bursary, or are paid part-time despite working full-

time hours. After obtaining a Ph.D., researchers spend years or decades on non-permanent 

employment contracts12 and on unstable, project-based funding for research positions, with only a 

small percentage eventually receiving permanent contracts.  This leads to unconstructive 

competitiveness for permanent positions. In the Global North, where – despite efforts to 

decolonialize and democratize research – the bulk of published research is produced, research 

budgets are high, but permanent employment is rare. In the Global South, despite a comparatively 

higher proportion of researchers employed on permanent contracts, pressure on researchers arises 
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from understaffing due to limited spending on research, poor remuneration, equipment and 

infrastructure, and lack of mentorship2. 

Taken together, these employment conditions have become a hindrance to research productivity, 

innovation and progress and an undisputable source of discrimination3. Paradoxically, these 

employment conditions are purportedly designed to incentivize high-quality research.  

 

High turnover harms research quality 

One argument often made for fixed-term contracts regards the alleged benefits of attracting new 

staff, assuming that a constant influx of new thinkers avoids stagnation and enables innovation. 

However, the resulting high turnover in academic institutions fosters cursory research and hinders 

thorough long-term projects. Research projects often hit a dead end when researchers drop out 

because their contracts have expired. Methodological expertise, which often takes years to acquire, 

is lost when highly skilled researchers leave. New generations of researchers have to spend time 

building up this expertise anew, again only to depart once they have succeeded. 

At the same time, extreme turnover leads to extreme competition for coveted positions allowing 

researchers to remain in the career path they were trained for. While it is hotly debated if “the right 

amount of” pressure can foster creativity and productivity4, extreme competitiveness is out of place 

in academia because knowledge generation is an inherently cooperative undertaking, which also 

requires stability. 
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Biased Selection Procedures Endanger Academic Freedom 

Another argument often made in defense of fixed-term contracts holds that they create an 

environment in which only the best researchers will remain. We argue that this perspective is 

myopic, because the selection processes are flawed. 

Current selection procedures fall into the trap of Goodhart’s law5: “When a measure 

becomes a target, it ceases to be a good measure.”. When researchers are required to pursue third-

party funding or to publish in highly desirable journals, genuine scientific progress and high 

research quality are not necessarily incentivized. Instead, the incentive system can promote 

attention to “hot topics” in mainstream research areas, and disincentivize the thorough, painstaking 

process of corroborating and documenting research to establish robust knowledge. This structure 

may reward researchers’ decisions that game the system, for instance by focusing on ‘low-hanging 

fruit’, avoiding high-risk projects, or even by (intentionally or unintentionally) using questionable 

research practices to succeed6, all of which is ultimately detrimental for genuine scientific 

progress. 

This systematic uncertainty in career prospects further tips the scale against researchers 

from underrepresented groups7, those less able to flexibly respond to emerging career opportunities 

(e.g., geographic relocation, working overtime), and potentially even those prioritizing research 

quality over their personal employability. This system also creates strong dependency 

relationships: Researchers must continuously cater to the ideals of those in positions of influence 

or risk falling from favor. Critiquing others’ research, speaking up about problematic conditions 

in research, or even developing certain research lines may be disadvantageous for one’s chances 

of securing permanent employment. As a consequence, academic freedom itself is endangered. 
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An academic system for cutting-edge research 

The assumptions underlying the widespread use of fixed-term employment contracts are 

deeply flawed. Rethinking the regulatory structures for academia could offer a viable path towards 

reform. In particular, we outline five areas in which we see the need to change the system in order 

to promote research quality, based on the argument that a higher proportion of permanent positions 

could benefit researchers and research quality, academic freedom and researchers themselves. 

 

1. More holistic research agendas  

Currently, swiftly publishing several small but catchy contributions trumps publishing a 

carefully planned multi-study investigation because institutional incentives require boosting one’s 

publication count to excel in shortsighted performance metrics. Performance metrics should be 

redesigned to support more holistic research programs, aiming to understand complex research 

question, to test boundary conditions and the generalizability of insights, to use effective methods 

that are possibly non-traditional in a research area, or to ask research questions that lie off the 

trodden path of the mainstream. 

 

2. More openness and transparency in research  

In the publish or perish regime, it does not pay to take the time to replicate one’s work, or 

to make data, code, and other materials openly available, Resources are often wasted on 

duplication costs in subsequent projects, and theoretical progress is hindered. Providing robust 

results, conducting replications, and making materials openly available should be actions by 
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which researchers will successfully obtain permanent positions8. Because tasks such as providing 

FAIR data, making materials available for reuse, and carrying out replication projects should be 

carried out continuously, we advocate dedicating permanent positions to Open Scholarship 

Officers working on these tasks. 

 

3. More team research  

The widespread use of fixed-term contracts reserves permanent positions only for a select few, 

following an outdated cult of perceived genius. However, because research has become 

increasingly intricate and interdisciplinary9, teams of researchers with diverse skill sets are the 

drivers of research progress. Yet, under the current incentives, researchers often cannot justify 

supplying heavy-duty specialized labor in collaborative projects without publishing as the first 

author10.  

Evaluating performance via indicators that reflect contributions to research projects beyond mere 

authorship order, for instance by considering actual contributor roles (e.g., via CRediT11) will be 

an essential step towards facilitating team research. Further, employment policies should be 

revised to include a higher proportion of permanent positions to account for and reward 

multifaceted research contributions. This should be accompanied by novel criteria for assessing 

and incentivizing researchers, rewarding incremental contributions (e.g., publicly reusable code, 

theoretical development, creation of reusable datasets) rather than mere publication counts.  
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4. Open scholarship in teaching 

Currently, the introduction of robust research practices and open scholarship12 into the curriculum 

is delayed, or even ignored13. By not representing the changing norms of good practice in 

research, academia fails to adequately educate the researchers of tomorrow.  

Reform towards incentivizing the integration of open and reproducible principles in higher 

education is sorely needed14, and could be achieved by budgeting adequate resources for teacher 

trainings as well as providing systematic opportunities for further or continuing training over the 

course of ones’ career. Additionally, resources should be invested in developing discipline-tailored 

curricula.  

 

5. More resources for civic duties 

Current incentives and employment requirements for researchers fail to address vital tasks 

associated with conducting research, such as contributing to academic administration and 

management, committee work, fostering the relationship of academia to the public and to policy-

makers, responding to emerging societal needs in one’s research agenda, and contributing to 

research communication15. These tasks are civic duties for researchers, yet dedicating time and 

resources to them can be a hindrance to an academic career.  

We advocate realism and specialization in academic job descriptions, which should dedicate time 

for civic duties in the research context. Time invested in these civic duties should be included in 

corresponding hiring and promotion criteria.  

 



QUALITY RESEARCH NEEDS GOOD WORKING CONDITIONS  11 

What will bring change 

The priorities imposed by incentive schemes and employment policies for academic staff 

constitute parameters that can be adjusted to create working conditions where good research 

practice, rigor and high-quality research are supported and incentivized. One change with potential 

benefits for research quality is increasing the proportion of permanent positions. In designing such 

permanent positions, it may be worthwhile to ask whether the multifaceted tasks that researchers 

carry out can and should be unified in the job description of professors, or if specialization into 

differentiated positions dedicated to specific tasks would do them more justice.  

Overall, systemic change is needed, which also calls for an increase in research funding earmarked 

for permanent positions. We see two routes for increasing the proportion of permanent positions. 

First, a general increase in basic state funding would help relieve the structural underfunding many 

public research institutions have suffered for years. Second, the structure of grant-based funding 

should be revised. Many current grant funding schemes do not cover overhead costs, or overhead 

budgets are too small. Increasing the proportion of overhead funding, and – crucially – including 

long-term funding for permanent research positions in this overhead budget could offer a path to 

molding grant-based research funding into a more sustainable funding scheme. This would allow 

institutions to create a pool of permanent positions from which permanent research staff could be 

flexibly allocated to short-term research projects, but also to the many recurring tasks that require 

permanent research staff.  

An increase in the proportion of permanent positions needs to be flanked by other measures to 

foster good research and the generation of robust knowledge. Academic systems need system-wide 

change. To support designers and dreamers of such change, we propose eight puzzle pieces that, 
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if put together, could represent starting points for designing good conditions in academic systems 

(Figure 1). We showcase that combining these puzzle pieces, and specifically the suggested 

increase in funding for permanent positions and redesign of project-based funding, could 

contribute to achieving positive change in the five broad areas of opportunity we have outlined in 

this work. In the Supplementary Information, we further present an overview of how these puzzle 

pieces are currently enacted in the academic systems of Bangladesh, Germany, Nigeria, the 

Netherlands, the Philippines, Sweden and the UK.  

In sum, we advocate designing regulations of the working conditions in academia which promote, 

not hinder, genuine research progress and quality.
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Overview of country-specific approaches to designing academic systems 

 

In this supplement, we present an overview of different approaches to designing academic 

systems, compiling examples from Bangladesh, Germany, Nigeria, the Netherlands, the 

Philippines, Sweden and the UK. We provide narrative summaries of the working and 

employment conditions for researchers in these countries, with specific focus on their potential 

influence on research quality. These overviews are structured around eight key facets of 

academic systems, roughly clustered into three, partially overlapping areas of inquiry (see Figure 

S1).  

 

Are stable career prospects available?  

To address the career prospects that academics face, we track whether the majority of staff in 

each academic system is employed via permanent positions. Further, we compile information on 

whether career paths with permanent contracts exist for staff not achieving a full professor 

possition. This means that there are no built-in career dead-ends after specific number of years of 

employment, or forced changes of institutions after a certain amount of time spent at one 

institution. Finally, we assess if permanent positions are available that can be held by early career 

staff who are not (yet) full professors, such as PostDocs, Assistant or Associate Professor 

positions.  

 

Is good research practice the norm? 
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To gather information about the status quo of good research practice, we track whether open 

scholarship is incentivized via selection criteria, and if institutionalized rules demand, budget 

resources for and reward open scholarship in academic’s day-to-day work. Further, we describe if 

the institutional set-up rewards research quality over research quantity, counteracting a publish-

or-perish culture. 

 

Is the research infrastructure adequate? 

To describe the research infrastructure, we collect information on how researchers can obtain 

funding for research work. Particularly, we track if funding is allocated regardless of whether 

applicants hold a permanent position, such that PhD students and Postdocs can also obtain 

research funding. We ask if the main determinant of the success of applications for research 

funding is the quality of researchers’ prior work. Further, we track if sufficient funding, 

infrastructure and time are available to work on research. Finally, we collect information on 

whether time and other resources are budgeted and dedicated for skill building, allowing 

employees of all career levels to learn. This facet also addresses whether PhD students are part of 

structured graduate programs. 
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Bangladesh 

The academic system in Bangladesh showcases that a high proportion of permanent 

positions is not a guarantee for increased research quality. In Bangladesh, ~82% of academic 

staff are employed on a permanent basis (University Grants Commission of Bangladesh [UGC], 

2019). 

For academics on permanent contracts, research is typically not a priority in their day-to-

day tasks. The UGC (2019) suggests that universities across the country spent ~1% of their total 

budget on research in 2018−2019. Rather than research, the majority of resources are allocated to 

teaching. For hiring faculty at public universities, teaching aptitude is the most important 

selection criterion. Job advertisements for a lecturer post (junior academic staff) in Bangladeshi 

universities typically require a Master's degree in the relevant area of recruitment, but do not 

mandate research experience (UGC, 2019). Bangladeshi entry-level academic staff at public 

universities therefore often lack an established research record. For getting promoted to the 

higher level positions at public universities, relatively few publications, published either in local 

or international peer-reviewed journals and/or books, are required in Bangladesh. 

Because academics are mainly expected to be involved in teaching, the heavy teaching 

load crowds out research productivity. Mid-level or senior academic staff have relatively less 

teaching load and therefore have more time/opportunity for doing research. To increase their 

research budget, mid-level/senior academics can apply for externally funded research fellowships. 

Only few research projects (e.g., those funded by the UGC, Ministry of Science and Technology, 

Ministry of Education etc.) include a provision to pay PhD/postdoctoral researchers, usually via 

fixed-term contracts for three or four years. In research grants where there is such a provision 
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(e.g., the UGC Fellowship, the Bongobondhu Science and Technology Fellowship), the candidates 

cannot apply for a grant prior to becoming a PhD student, rather they have to first enroll as a PhD 

student in a recognized university under the supervision of mid-level/senior academic staff to be 

eligible to apply for such a grant. Moreover, most of the candidates being awarded already hold a 

permanent position in a recognized university or public organization in Bangladesh. For example, 

a survey on PhD grant awardees has demonstrated that only ~.06% of non-permanent post-holders 

received a UGC Fellowship in 2021. Fellowships are also available on the postdoctoral level only 

for those academics/researchers who already hold a permanent position (mostly awarded by the 

UGC). Because only very few postdoctoral fellowships are awarded, typically 10 per year, the 

postdoctoral fellowship is considered highly prestigious. 

For the minority of academic staff who work on fixed-term contracts (mostly employed 

in private academic institutions; UGC, 2019), there is high pressure to publish to obtain a 

permanent position. This pressure to publish creates problematic incentives for the researchers 

employed via non-permanent contracts. 

In sum, although the proportion of permanent positions in Bangladesh is relatively high, 

there are challenges to producing high quality research output. The Bangladeshi academic system 

places high pressure to publish on the few researchers who do not receive a permanent contract. 

Academics on permanent contracts compete for highly selective grants to obtain opportunities to 

carry out research, where hypercompetitiveness may be at odds with research quality. Further, 

grants are typically only awarded to academics who already hold permanent positions, for which 

the selection criteria do not prioritize research quality. Therefore, although Bangladesh pursues a 

single-track model, where academics should carry out both teaching and research, the selection 
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criteria applied during recruiting and grant allocation may not prioritize or support research 

quality. 

 

Germany 

In Germany, a social movement using the hashtag #ichbinhanna (I am Hanna) has spurred 

public discussion and labor disputes around the employment situation in German academia, 

protesting against the effects of the Wissenschaftszeitvertragsgesetz (WissZeitVG, “academic 

fixed-term contract act”) of April 12, 2007 (BGBl. I p. 506), which imposes limitations on career 

durations of academic staff employed with non-permanent contracts. The WissZeitVG stipulates a 

maximum time frame of six years for obtaining a PhD, and an additional qualification period of 

six years for PostDocs (exceptions apply, e.g. for parental leave or in the medical field). After 

these time frames have elapsed, individuals can no longer hold non-permanent publicly funded 

academic positions (except through project-based funding). These limitations were originally 

introduced to spare academics from hopping from fixed-term contract to fixed-term contract for 

life. In practice, however, the proportion of fixed-term contracts rose (Entwurf eines Ersten 

Gesetzes zur Änderung des Wissenschaftszeitvertragsgesetzes, “draft of a first act to amend the 

academic fixed-term contract act”, 2015), with only 13% of research staff below the level of full 

professors employed via permanent positions (Statistisches Bundesamt (Destatis), 2018). 

Consequently, many academic careers end when the WissZeitVG limitations are reached. 

Recently, it has been argued by politicians and university management, that these limitations on 

academic contract durations are necessary to ensure innovation in research by continuously 

attracting “fresh” personnel with fresh ideas, instead of “clogging the system” with researchers 
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on permanent positions (see summary and rebuttal in Netzwerk fir gute Arbeit in der 

Wissenschaft, 2021). The #ichbinhanna movement on social media has collected numerous 

arguments why these limitations imposed on academic careers across disciplines and countries 

are problematic (Bahr et al., 2021a, 2021b, Dirnagl, 2022). Politics have been reluctant to 

address these issues. Most recently, however, the state of Berlin has unexpectedly passed new 

legislation which assures permanent positions to all postdoctoral researchers on budget-financed 

positions in Berlin universities (Berliner Hochschulgesetz, “Berlin University Act”, 2021). In 

public debates, this act has both been hailed as a breakthrough for improving the employment 

conditions of mid-career researchers and criticized for the reduction in postdoc positions that it 

may induce. 

 

Netherlands 

In the Dutch employment system, academic staff typically carry out both research and 

teaching work, although some positions carry a higher teaching load than others. More than 60% 

of research staff are employed via non-permanent positions (Universities of the Netherlands, 

2021a). PhD students are typically employed with full-time fixed-term contracts. Positions for 

both mid-career and senior researchers can be permanent, on the levels of assistant, associate or 

full professor. While some positions follow a tenure-track model, others do not. 

A new collective labor agreement (Universities of the Netherlands, 2021b) has recently 

achieved a longer duration for fixed-term contracts, which used to be limited to two years but 

can now run for three or four years. Further, the proportion of contracts employing staff for an 

indefinite period has risen recently due to this new collective labor agreement, because 
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previously non-permanent, non-tenure-track positions were converted into permanent positions 

(Universities of the Netherlands, 2021b). The labor agreement further stipulates that clear 

criteria for employees on tenure track must be defined, and two working days per year are 

dedicated for training and skill building. 

Dutch universities receive the majority of their funding from the government, and decide 

themselves how to allocate these funds to staff functions and other expenses. Additional third-

party funding can be obtained through grants, such as from the Dutch Organisation for Scientific 

Research (NWO) or the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences (KNAW). Grants to 

senior researchers tend to include funding for non-permanent PhD and/or postdoc positions, and 

there are also grants available for earlier career researchers who use them to fund their own work. 

Although grants can be applied for by staff on fixed-term contracts or even by researchers not 

currently holding a research position in the Netherlands, procedures require that applicants obtain 

a guarantee from a Dutch institution that the research project will be carried out there in case the 

funding is granted. 

In sum, the collective labor agreement of 2021 has been an important step for improving 

the employment conditions for academic staff in the Netherlands, by increasing the proportion of 

permanent positions. It remains to be seen if this example for such change to the system supports 

our assumption that benefits for research quality will follow. 

 

Nigeria 

Unlike academia in the world’s richest countries, the problem of research production in 

Nigeria has more profound causes than just the lack of permanent contracts. In Nigeria, the 
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working situation for academics is far from ideal due to understaffing, poor remuneration, lack of 

research funds or grants, outdated equipment, poor infrastructure, and lack of mentorship (see 

Adetula et al., 2021; Igiri et al., 2021). These realities have led to a decline in the quantity and 

quality of research output in Nigeria (Egbetokun et al., 2022; Igiri et al., 2021; Ojiji, 2015). 

Academics in Nigerian universities are mostly attached to a department, a discipline-

based administrative unit responsible for coordinating research and teaching activities, where 

they are employed either on a permanent basis or a temporary basis. Positions for more senior 

academics tend to be permanent and full-time, while junior staff tends to be employed via 

temporary and part-time positions, with contract durations of typically one or two academic 

years. Postdoc positions are rarely awarded in Nigeria and primarily funded by a limited number 

of research grants and intervention funds, typically only for one year (see Tertiary Education 

Trust Fund [TETfund], 2022). 

Working conditions differ depending on contractual status. Compared to junior 

academics on temporary contracts, senior academics with permanent contracts are more likely to 

be awarded research grants (see TETfund, 2022), have better access to research funding and 

infrastructure, and earn higher salaries (Egbetokun et al., 2022). Further, because research 

funding in Nigeria is sparse, academics often dedicate parts of their personal salary for research 

(Ibeh, 2022). As a consequence, research activities are mainly restricted to senior academics with 

higher pay, or to academics with access to other personal resources, who can afford to produce 

research. This funding structure creates imbalanced access to the limited research opportunities. 

The relative scarcity of opportunities further may limit the research that early career researchers 
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can conduct, increasing the pressure on them to make their contributions count. Such high 

pressure, in turn, may have problematic effects on research quality. 

 

Philippines 

The link between employment and research quality is less straightforward in the 

Philippine case. The bulk of social science research is carried out by graduate students and 

faculty among academic departments of universities. However, PhD positions are rarely funded, 

and consequently the required theses are often self-funded. As a consequence, PhD students 

often only carry out their work part-time or in their free time, earning salaries in other ways to 

fund their academic endeavors, such that completing a PhD tends to take between 6 and 10 

years. These employment conditions for early career researchers create biases, systematically 

excluding those who cannot afford to fund themselves during their PhD, or who have care duties 

in their families. Therefore, it is not necessarily the case that the best early career researchers 

stay in the system and manage to obtain a PhD, which in turn may have problematic 

consequences for research quality. 

Further, research funding in the Philippines is sparse, and there is a general lack of time, 

resources and institutional support for research activities. Funding for other elements of the 

research ecosystem, such as graduate training, academic journals or institutional support, is 

similarly limited. These conditions negatively affect the research capacity in the Philippines 

(Wa-Mbaleka, 2015), and have created a so-called ‘producibility crisis’ (Doble et al 2018, Silan 

et al. 2021). Researchers in the Philippines face problems with obtaining the means necessary to 

conduct high quality research. 
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Despite these difficult conditions, for researchers who have obtained a funded position, 

publication pressure is relatively low. For example, for the top-ranked university in the country, 

the University of the Philippines Diliman, only one publication in refereed journals is needed to 

apply for tenure. Subsequent publications are needed for promotion, but lack of research output 

is not grounds for dismissal. These conditions of low publication pressure create an environment 

in which research work – if funded – can be carried out while taking into account good research 

practices. Finally, long-term researcher positions are being established, for instance in social 

science centers in universities (Cruz, 2013), creating long-term career perspectives, which in 

principle could support high quality research outputs especially if concomitant reforms are made 

to other elements of the research ecosystem such as graduate and professional training, academic 

journals and institutional support. 

 

Sweden 

In Sweden, 33% of academic staff are employed on fixed-term contracts (UKÄ, 2018), 

which is roughly twice as high as in the total labor market (UKÄ, 2021). This number does not 

take into account postdoctoral fellowships, i.e., postdocs on tax-free stipends, as researchers 

holding such fellowships are not officially employed. It is common to be employed in fixed-term 

postdoctoral positions following a PhD, mainly funded by external grants to the principal 

investigator (PI) (e.g. from the Swedish Research Council, Cancer foundation, Wallenberg 

Foundation and other charities) or to the postdoc themself (e.g. Marie Curie Sklodowska, 

EMBO, or some smaller Swedish charities). The employment conditions for postdoc positions 

are not governed by legislation, but rather by a national collective labor agreement between the 
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unions and the universities. A postdoc position is up to three years long, but cannot be extended 

even if there is funding (with the exception of sick-leave and parental leave). It is, however, 

possible to obtain subsequent postdoc positions within Sweden if one changes employers, thus 

moving to another university. To stay in academia long-term, postdocs need to apply for, and 

secure, another position, either a staff scientist position or a (tenure-track) position as a PI. Staff 

scientist positions tend to be permanent and are attractive for postdocs who want to stay in 

academia, but are not interested in PI positions. However, it varies widely even between 

departments at the same university if such positions are made available. In some departments, 

there could be as many people employed as staff scientists as there are postdocs, whereas other 

departments hardly have any staff scientists employed. 

The Swedish system has recently been given an overhaul, as official tenure-track 

positions were incorporated into the governing laws in 2018. The implementation of the actual 

tenure-track system is going at different speeds at different universities (Young Academy of 

Sweden, 2020), and it will likely take a few more years before it has completely settled. 

Researchers who obtain an assistant professor tenure-track position are offered 4-6 years of a 

fixed-term position, after which they are entitled to apply for promotion to associate professor. If 

successfully promoted, they are then shifted to a permanent contract. The criteria for promotion 

must be detailed before they start their tenure-track position. Since the model is quite recent, only 

a limited number of people have gotten promoted. Still, judging from that data and from the 

responses from the university and faculty leadership, it seems that >80% of the assistant 

professors who apply for promotion successfully obtain a permanent position (Young Academy 
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of Sweden, 2020). In sum, there is a shift towards more sustainable employment conditions for 

academics in Sweden. 

 

United Kingdom 

In the UK, the ongoing University and College Union (UCU) strikes are related to “four 

fights” - pay, equality, workload, and casualisation. These issues are systemic problems across the 

UK higher education sector. About 32% of academic staff are employed on fixed-term contracts 

(HESA, 2022). This percentage rises to 48% for staff employed on part-time contracts. For 

research-focused academics, it is typical to be employed in fixed-term postdoctoral positions 

following a PhD, funded by research grants from external funding bodies (e.g., UKRI funding 

bodies, the Wellcome Trust, and other charities). Grants typically range from 2-5 years, and as 

such fixed-term contracts are limited by the length of the grant. This period of fixed, relatively 

short-term, contracts is close to being a requirement to secure a permanent faculty position given 

the competitive nature of the UK academic job market. Indeed, only 3.5% of PhD students go on 

to become academics with permanent contracts (The Royal Society, 2010). 

The UK system also operates an essentially dual-track model, where faculty can be 

employed on a permanent (or fixed-term) basis by the university on a research and teaching contract, 

or they can be supported by a fellowship funded by an external funding body. The latter enables the 

academic to focus solely on research, so is often seen as a more “prestigious” career option. Until 

recently, it was typically not possible to apply for a fellowship if one had secured a permanent 

faculty position (though the UKRI Future Leaders Fellowships and the Wellcome Trust Career 

Development Awards now allow for this), however there is an inherent risk in staying employed in 
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fixed-term postdoctoral positions on the prospect of receiving a fellowship, and the fellowships are 

by nature time-limited and therefore do not guarantee longer-term employment without a formal 

agreement from the supporting institution. Thus, the dual-track model allows individuals with more 

stability and resources to take greater career risks, accentuating known diversity issues in UK 

academia (46% of academic staff are female, falling to 28% at the Professor level; 17% of academic 

staff with known ethnicity are Black and Minority Ethnic (BME; HESA, 2022). 
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