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A focus on early stages of academic careers

• Studies on gender differences mainly focus on the limited 
number of women in STEM disciplines and on gender 
asymmetries in prestigious positions. My focus is rather 
on early stages of academic careers.

• Focus on on the three levels of analysis useful to discuss 
the relation between gender and precariousness:
1. The academic labour market;
2. The organisational contexts;
3. The production of subjectivities.

Bozzon, R., Murgia, A., Poggio, B. (2018). Gender and precarious careers in academia 
and research: macro, meso and micro perspectives, in A. Murgia, B. Poggio (eds.) 
Gender and Precarious Research Careers: A Comparative Analysis, London, Routledge.
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University Departments and Research Centres

• Adoption of managerial methods typical of the private 
and for-profit sector - entrepreneurship. 

• ‘McUniversity’ (Parker and Jary, 1995): workers have to 
produce more, and more quickly. 

• Recruitment and selection criteria designed for the ideal 
worker: an ‘ideal academic’ (Lund, 2020) expected to be 
completely devoted to work and hyper-productive 
(Davies and Bansel, 2005; Leeman, 2010). 

• Relevant gender inequalities are produced in the 
construction of ‘excellence’ (Van den Brink and 
Benschop, 2012) as the standards used to measure 
excellence apply differently to men and women (i.e. 
citations, mobility, networks, internationalisation, etc.).
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Gendered constructions of subjectivity in the 
neoliberal academic system
• Attention to the subjects that neoliberalism would like to 

produce - academics who adhere to entrepreneurial 
logics (Parker, Jary 1995; Thomas, Davies 2002).

• Structural, cultural, and gender constraints are 
represented as an individual choice (Gascoigne, Parry and 
Buchanan 2015) and women can find themselves 
embracing the hegemonic masculine discourse (Goode, 
Bagilhole 1998). 

• Focus on early-career researchers (Archer 2008; Laudel, 
Gläser 2008), emotional and affective demands (Norkus, 
Besio, Baur 2016; Morgan, Wood 2017), gender 
inequalities (Bozzon, Murgia, Villa 2017; Thwaites, 
Pressland 2017). 5/10
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Experiencing precariousness 

• Uncertainty, insecurity and stress are a transversal 
experience in the academic world. However, early career 
researchers experience precariousness in different life 
domains. 

• Focus both on ‘employment precarity’ and 
‘precariousness’ in order to understand how subjectivities 
of precarious researchers are constructed in neoliberal 
academia (Armano, Morini, Murgia, 2022). 

• Precarisation processes do not interact neutrally with 
regard to gender, but they reproduce old gender 
asymmetries and generate new ones.  

6/10
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The ‘dispositif of shame’

• Subjectivity is constructed on the basis of a number of 
expectations that emerge from multiple sides: 
institutional level, field, organisational culture, colleagues. 

• In this frame, the evaluation systems claim to apply the 
same standards to everyone, but the result is that subjects 
are classified in a ‘productivity ranking’, which places 
them in academic hierarchies (Coin 2017).

• These logics are difficult to be challenged because it is the 
subjects themselves who are afraid of not ‘being’ 
successful researchers – mechanism of ‘toxic shame’ (Gill 
2010), which mainly concerns women, migrants and 
people with a temporary or part-time position. 
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The ‘dispositif of passion’

• Especially in creative and knowledge work, ‘passion’ has 
become a dispositif of self-exploitation and neoliberal 
government. For precarious researchers, ‘academic love’ is 
composed of both emotional investment and overwork. 

• Early-career researchers experience a ‘passion trap’ 
(Armano and Murgia 2013): they have jobs that are a source 
of passion and pleasure, but they also experience passion in 
the most literal sense of the term - pain, suffering, and 
fatigue caused by experiencing precariousness.

• Thanks to the ‘passion trap’, the academic system does not 
need to impose anything because they are the ones who do 
it voluntarily (Davies, Petersen 2005). 

8/10
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The ‘dispositif of promise’

• In academia, time and emotional investment not only 
tied to ‘passion’, but also to the belief that the 
voluntary submission to meet the requests may bring to 
a more stable future. 

• ‘Dispositif of the promise’ (Bascetta 2015): “rather 
than a real plan for the future, such promise feels as 
a soul-sourcing device, a hook meant to capture desire 
and transform it into a lever for exploitation” Coin 
(2017: 713). 

• Mechanisms not simply based on blackmail and 
hierarchy, but extending much further, manipulating 
subjectivity.
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Conclusions

• Rethinking policies at different levels. 

• What about us? One wonders why, rather than wait for 
others to take action and for the university to harvest its 
theoretical fruits, why the university doesn’t leap from its 
observational balcony and take action itself (Prichard, 
Benschop 2018: 101).

• Hegemonic systems – including the academic one – are not 
simply the result of coercive relations of domination 
(Gramsci 1971). It is supported by academics who are part 
of it, but forms of resistance are possible (Mumby 1997). 

• Countering the growing precarisation and the persistent 
gender inequalities is a priority for feminist scholars. 

10/10



Annalisa Murgia
annalisa.murgia@unimi.it

Research Centre Genders
University of Milan

https://gender.unimi.it/

Gender and Precarious 
Research Careers

THANKS!

Research Centre GENDERS

All GARCIA materials and toolkits available here:
https://zenodo.org/communities/garcia/

mailto:annalisa.murgia@unimi.it
https://gender.unimi.it/


1) InBuence of welfare and gender regimes on academic careers;

2) Gender biases in management and decision-making
processes; 

3) Gender prac�ces and stereotypes in universi�es and research
ins�tu�ons; 

4) Leaky Pipeline phenomenon;

5) Gendered subtexts in recrui�ng criteria de ning scien� c
“excellence”.

The results of the organisa�onal diagnosis were then discussed
in workshops with management and academic staff at di,erent
levels of the organisa�ons in order to create self-tailored GEPs.

Tackled key areas



 In Italy postdocs are not en�tled to unemployment bene ts.
 The PAT - Autonomous Province of Trento (di,erently from other
Italian regions) has a special mandate/autonomy for the
management of the welfare and social bene ts. 

The GARCIA team worked with the UNITN Rector and other bodies:

1. A nego�a�on was opened among UNITN, APT, the Employment
Agency of the APT and the local trade unions.

2. Approval of the Agreement on the unemployment bene*ts for
postdocs from the APT (600 euros for a maximum of 6 months).

3. De ni�on of the measures, involving directly postdocs, needed
to respect the principle of condi�onality. 

Influence of Welfare and Gender

Regimes on Academic Careers



RESEARCH:

Analysis of the gender composi#on and of the logics
followed by commi+ee concerned by decision-making – at
the University and dept. level – in order to make explicit
gender di,erences in the  elds of management and  nance.

ACTIONS:
 Toolkit to prevent gender discrimina�ons in decision-
making processes and to integrate Gender Budge�ng.

 Mee#ng with administra#ve staf of the  nancial depts.

Gender biases in management and

decision-making processes



Gender Practices and
Stereotypes in Organisations

RESEARCH:
 Development of sta#s#cal indicators and collec�on of data by sex

for A, B, C, D grades, including “temporary researchers”.
 Mapping work-life balance policies, also by interviews.
 Mapping the (non) presence of gender in research and teaching.

ACTIONS:
 Integra#ng postdocs in work-life balance policies (e.g. UNITN:
university nursery; involvement in Family Audit cer� ca�on).

 Toolkit on how to integrate gender in research and teaching.
 Training courses on how to integrate gender in research and
teaching.



Gender Practices and
Stereotypes in Organisations –
UNITN - STEM

Ac
on 4a – Integra
ng a gender perspec
ve in research at DISI

 



Gender Practices and
Stereotypes in Organisations –
UNITN - SSH

Ac
on 4b – Integra
ng a gender perspec
ve into teaching at DSRS 

 





Leaky Pipeline phenomenon 

RESEARCH:
 Web-survey to: (i) PhD holders who worked in the past in the

involved departments; (ii) researchers in the early stages of career

who are working in the involved departments (30% response rate). 
 40 interviews with postdocs who are currently working (10 STEM +

10 SSH) or who worked in the past (10 STEM + 10 SSH) in the two

selected departments = totally 240 interview.

ACTIONS:
 Mentoring ac#vi#es – vis-à-vis and online – for researchers at the
early stage of their academic career (UNITN: dedicated oJce).

 Toolkit on how to implement a mentoring program.



Online Mentoring





RESEARCH:

Analysis of the formal criteria: Na�onal legisla�on and vacancies

from 2010 to 2014 in the selected SSH and STEM departments.

Analysis of the actual criteria: Minutes + Interviews and focus

groups with members of the evalua�on commi.ees.

ACTIONS (selected among those suggested by the postdocs):

Re6exive working groups with commi+ees members in order to

show the actual criteria used for evalua�on and propose

alterna�ve criteria.

Workshops and individual mee#ngs with postdocs  in order to

boost the prepara�on for selec�on procedures and for wri�ng

succesfull research proposals (eg. ERC Star�ng Grant).

Gendered subtexts in recruiting
criteria defining scientific
“excellence”. 
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