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About this evidence review 

The evidence review examines the state of academic careers in higher education systems in OECD 

countries, providing an overview of available data, research evidence and examples of policy and 

practice. The variety of academic career models in place across OECD countries makes international 

comparison challenging, but certain prevalent trends nevertheless emerge.  

Key concerns for academics and policy makers include the working conditions of academics, an 

increasing reliance on precarious and casual contracts, high workloads and negative impacts on work-

life balance. Career incentives currently tend to focus on – and favour – research output, often side-

lining teaching, engagement, and other duties. Initial academic training generally fails to prepare 

academics comprehensively for their roles, and more continuous professional learning will likely be 

needed to support academics to exploit the potential of increasingly digitalised learning environments. 

Although flexibility in academic career paths has been promoted in some higher education systems, 

academics tend to remain in academia, with limited inter-sectoral mobility. The review highlights the 

persistent under-representation of – and challenges confronting – women and marginalised groups in 

academia. Despite the growth of international mobility and collaboration, the participation of academics 

in internalisation activities varies considerably within and between institutions and across higher 

education systems. Furthermore, a troubling decline in academic freedom over the past decade raises 

substantial concerns. 

The review was prepared in the OECD Secretariat by Matej Bílik with support from Nikolaj Broberg and 

under the guidance of Simon Roy. The authors are grateful for the peer review and support received 

from Gillian Golden and Paulo Santiago (Directorate for Education and Skills, OECD), Pauline Ravinet 

and Agnieszka Jelnicka (Directorate-General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture, European 

Commission), and for the overall guidance of Andreas Schleicher (Director for Education and Skills, 

OECD). Editorial support was provided by Marika Prince, Christina Mitrakos and Caio Passos Newman. 

The work on the evidence review was financially supported by the European Union from the Erasmus+ 

Programme.  
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Background 

This evidence review on academic careers and related policies was initiated as part of a broader strand of 

work undertaken by the OECD Secretariat on resourcing higher education. On average, around two-thirds 

of the expenditure of higher education institutions is devoted to human resources, making academic 

careers and staffing an area of inherent interest for policy and decision makers responsible for funding 

higher education institutions. Moreover, the quality and effectiveness of education, research endeavours 

and engagement activity are rooted in the ability of the higher education sector to attract, promote and 

retain talent, which is, in turn, intrinsically bound up with the working conditions of academics (OECD, 

2020[1]).  

In recognition of these factors, in its European Strategy for Universities, the European Commission (EC) 

identified a need to “tackle in a systemic and comprehensive way academic careers”, promote policies to 

enhance the working conditions of academics, provide attractive career options, and promote career 

appraisal models that “take into account the variety of activities of academics such as teaching, research, 

entrepreneurship, management or leadership” (EC, 2022, p. 7[2]). This evidence review sets out to highlight 

the main sources of information and evidence that provide insights into the current state of academic 

careers and that can inform further work to promote high-quality academic careers by policy makers and 

other stakeholders, as well as the OECD Secretariat and the European Commission.  

To structure the review of evidence, this report has been organised around the eight aspects of academic 

careers and staffing set out in Figure 1. These relate to: a) the basic working conditions of academics; 

b) different dimensions of career progression; and c) three important aspects of the broader working 

environment for academics: diversity and gender balance, internationalisation, and academic freedom.  

Figure 1. Eight dimensions of academic careers and related policy 

 

Note: Developed by the OECD Secretariat. 

2. Responsibilities and 
workload

3. Performance appraisal1. Contractual status
6. Diversity and gender 

balance

4. Professional learning

5. Flexible career paths

7. Internationalisation

8. Academic freedom

Basic employment conditions Appraisal and career progression Broader working environment

Introduction 
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The eight sections of the report follow the same structure, starting with context and theoretical 

underpinnings, followed by available indicators and data, research and evidence, and policy and practice 

examples. The last section of the report examines possible policy implications of the evidence reviewed. 

Approach, definitions, and limitations 

The review was conducted through a desk-based analysis of indicators and quantitative data both on the 

international level and within individual OECD countries. The coverage of countries and literature is not 

systematic, however, the review includes insights from a diverse range of systems in different world 

regions. Evidence is drawn from policy analysis and reports by various public authorities, international and 

stakeholder organisations, relevant academic literature, national policy descriptions and evaluations. 

Throughout the review italics are applied to text highlighting the key findings and summarising the evidence 

presented in the paragraph.  

The review primarily focuses on academic careers in higher education. However, higher education systems 

are not uniform, a single system might encompass multiple distinct career models. Frequently, these 

differences are based on types of institutions, for example between university and non-university sectors 

(Finkelstein and Jones, 2019[3]). A limitation of this review is that policy discourse and evidence in the field 

of higher education are dominated by research universities and higher education institutions included in 

international rankings. Most students globally, however, are enrolled in professionally oriented and 

teaching-intensive institutions that are frequently overlooked by the policy and research (Malee Bassett, 

2021[4]). 

The classification of academic staff is unique to each higher education system, reflecting historical 

developments and multiple layers of regulations, differences in professional titles and related qualifications 

and responsibilities (Arnhold et al., 2017[5]), contractual status, career paths (Eurydice and Crosier, 

2019[6]), contractual stability and the status of doctoral students within the system (OECD, 2022[7]). This 

greatly limits the possible scope and depth of international comparative reviews of academic staff. 

This review uses the term “academic staff” or “academic” to refer to “personnel whose primary or major 

assignment is instruction or research” in institutions offering programmes at International Standard 

Classification of Education (ISCED) levels 5 to 8 (OECD, 2018, p. 42[8]). Higher education institutions also 

employ additional support staff and professionals, who might have extensive expertise, but are not 

considered academic staff: 1) professional administrators in positions unrelated to academic tasks, such 

as legal or communication functions; 2) “third space” professionals working in areas related to academic 

tasks but with no direct engagement in them, such as writing research grant proposals or developing 

curriculum; or 3) higher education professionals, including those with extensive knowledge of higher 

education and other relevant policy, working in human resources or student affairs (Arnhold et al., 2017[5]). 

While most academics’ core responsibilities are teaching and research, this does not preclude them from 

taking on additional roles in management, support, administration, external engagement, or service. 

Recurrent challenges in international comparative reviews are the general lack of available data on 

academic careers and the fact that available data lack depth and comparability across systems (Eurydice 

and Crosier, 2019[6]; Arnhold et al., 2017[5]). As a result, this review has had to rely on evidence drawn 

from infrequent international surveys, diverse academic literature, and ad hoc work by international 

organisations and stakeholder bodies, frequently based only on research within one system or in a limited 

number of higher education institutions.  
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Context 

Authority over the academic careers and the official employer(s) of academic staff differ between higher 

education systems. Historically, academic staff were often managed through collegial decisions on the 

institutional level or by state bureaucracies (Arnhold et al., 2017[5]). Table 1 outlines the main models of 

academic employer relations and the level of authority over academic career frameworks within higher 

education systems. Various categories of academic staff may fall under different models. For example, the 

government might be more prescriptive in its regulation of positions within the tenure track or functional 

equivalents while allowing institutions to have authority over the career framework of academic staff on the 

non-tenured track. There has been a growing trend to move away from employing academic staff as civil 

servants or with other forms of protected status, towards more hybrid models of staff management, 

whereby governments set frameworks for academic employment and institutions have freedom to employ 

and adjust other elements of academic staff employment conditions (Finkelstein and Jones, 2019[3]).  

Table 1. Employer and level of authority over academic career framework 

 
Employer of academic staff 

Government (e.g., public employment) Higher education institution 

System-level 

(e.g., government, 

ministry, public body) 

System-level authority determines the career 

framework, and the government is the employer. 

System-level authority determines career framework, but 

the institution is the employer. 

Hybrid 

The career framework is determined by both system-

level authority and institution, and the government is the 

employer. 

The career framework is determined by both system-level 

authority and institution; and the institution is the employer. 

Higher education 

institution 

The institution has authority over the career framework, 

but the government is the employer. 

The institution has authority over the career framework and 

the institution is the employer. 

Note: Adapted from Finkelstein, M. and G. Jones (2019[3]), “Introduction: The Academic Profession Enters a New Global Era”, in Professorial 

pathways: higher education systems and academic careers in comparative perspective.  

The formulation of human resource strategies for academic staff on a system level is uncommon, with 

most higher education systems relying on institutional responsibility for staffing strategies (Eurydice and 

Crosier, 2019[6]). This might indicate either governments’ respect for the autonomy of higher education 

institutions (employers), or a limited appetite for strategic planning of academic staffing at the system level. 

Only a few (comparatively highly developed) higher education systems have created system-wide human 

resource strategies (Arnhold et al., 2017[5]). On the institutional level, the available evidence also suggests 

that strategic human resources management is under-developed, as funding is mostly concentrated on 

output-oriented activities and not on institutional capacity building (OECD, 2021[9]).  

The current challenges around academic careers are connected to the broader trends in higher education 

and research. First, policy focus is shifting from increasing enrolment in higher education towards 

promoting efficiency and quality. In OECD countries – and broadly in almost all parts of the world – higher 

education policy in the second half of the 20th century has involved a strong focus on quantitative goals for 

gross enrolment and the share of the adult population with higher education qualifications (Marginson, 

2018[10]). As enrolment and attainment rates increased, at the end of the 20th and beginning of the 21st 

century, the focus of public policies shifted towards increasing access to the remaining under-represented 

groups, promoting education quality and increasing efficiency of higher education systems (Arnhold et al., 

2017[5]; Finkelstein and Jones, 2019[3]). Concerns with efficiency and quality have led to the introduction of 

accountability frameworks, such as quality assurance systems, institutional steering and, in some cases, 

performance-related funding. Higher education institutions have also changed their governance, as part of 

New Public Management reforms, to increase internal accountability and raise their performance (Broucker 

and De Wit, 2015[11]). These changes have led to the creation of new staff categories, including some 
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specialist and managerial roles, but also a proliferation of non-standard contracts and temporary jobs, to 

allow institutions to manage their human resources more flexibly and achieve efficiencies. 

Second, growing global competition and convergence has led to higher education institutions adopting 

business-like organisational approaches and entrepreneurial behaviour to maximise their income 

(Marginson, 2018[10]). This trend has been driven by the growth of competitive research funding, both 

nationally and internationally (Finkelstein and Jones, 2019[3]) and pressure for research-intensive higher 

education institutions to pursue “world-class university” status to allow them to succeed in the global 

competition for talent, students and staff (Arnhold et al., 2017[5]). This is reflected in the increasing pressure 

on academics in terms of research performance and to engage in “impactful” external activities. 

Third, in some higher education systems, efficiency pressures and international competition have led to 

greater vertical stratification in the institutional hierarchy, a process that has intensified as rankings have 

become more prominent. Systems have become bifurcated, with a division between an elite sector, with 

high-demand and high-value institutions, while the remaining institutions absorb the remaining demand for 

study places (Marginson, 2018[10]; OECD, 2019[12]). In some systems, highly ranked institutions have been 

given special funding or made subject to special regulations (Finkelstein and Jones, 2019[3]). Others have 

just accumulated resources either as an intended or unintended consequence of research and higher 

education funding policies (Kwiek, 2019[13]). The status of their institution has consequences for 

academics, notably in terms of the availability of core funding, research funding, publishing opportunities 

and prestige. 

Fourth, the academic labour market is facing a surplus of qualified staff, with more doctoral students 

graduating every year, searching for postdocs and other positions in the research and academic sectors 

(Arnhold et al., 2017[5]; Brechelmacher et al., 2015[14]; OECD, 2021[9]; Iversen, 2023[15]). At the same time, 

student demand for higher education is stabilising or even declining in some OECD countries, reducing 

demand for new academics and leading to a need to rationalise the number of staff higher education 

institutions are employing.  
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Key findings on academic careers in OECD higher education systems 

OECD higher education systems are diverse, each characterised by different models of academic 

careers, often with multiple distinct models within a single system. Consequently, the way academic 

staff are defined and classified can vary significantly. However, recent efforts by the OECD’s Indicators 

of Education Systems (INES) Working Party have led to the development of a refined standard 

classification of academics across OECD countries, which has been implemented in preliminary data 

collections. 

The challenges associated with academic careers are deeply rooted in broader trends in higher 

education and research. The primary trend relates to a policy shift in the early 21st century from a focus 

on promoting participation in higher education to a focus on achieving greater efficiency and quality. 

This has brought with it new accountability frameworks, increased use of performance-based funding, 

more developed quality assurance systems and changes to institutional governance. In parallel, 

increasing global competition and convergence between systems have prompted higher education 

institutions to adopt business-like organisational approaches and entrepreneurial behaviour. In some 

systems, efficiency pressures and international competition have led to the introduction of new 

academic staff categories, to allow institutions to be more flexible, competitive, and specialised. At the 

same time, the academic labour market is increasingly grappling with an over-supply of qualified staff. 

This evidence review rapidly came up against limits in the evidence now available on the trends and 

realities that characterise academic careers in OECD higher education systems. It found that much of 

the existing information collection and research related to academic careers is limited in scope – 

focusing on specific parts of higher education systems in specific countries or examining only narrow 

elements within broader areas of policy. To address this, there is a critical need for more internationally 

comparative data and system-level research across the different dimensions of academic careers 

covered by this report. 

1. Contractual status  

The first section of the review examines the increasing prevalence of precarious employment – 

characterised by job insecurity, insufficient income, and a lack of rights – among academics in many 

OECD higher education systems. This issue is particularly pronounced in higher education compared 

to other sectors of high-skill employment and is a worldwide phenomenon, especially affecting early-

career academics. These conditions are influenced by the abundant supply of aspiring academics and 

the introduction of new contract types aimed at increasing the responsiveness – or flexibility – of higher 

education institutions. However, these employment practices often lead to a heavy reliance on casual 

(contingent) academic staff, which available evidence suggests can trigger negative effects on students' 

learning experiences. Students often perceive casually employed academic staff as less qualified and 

their extensive use leads to reductions in overall student satisfaction, potentially because contracted 

hours are insufficient for casual academics to adequately prepare for teaching and supporting students. 

The impact of precarious contracts on students varies depending on the working conditions of 

contingent faculty, which underlines the need for careful evaluation of current practices and – potentially 

– policy changes to mitigate the rampant precarity in academic employment, to ensure the quality of 

higher education and the wellbeing of academic professionals. 
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2. Responsibilities and workload  

The second section of the review examines evidence on the emphasis placed on different academic 

activities, the tendency to reward research over teaching in large parts of the higher education sector 

and the shifting dynamic of academic roles in higher education. The strong emphasis on research can 

be seen as part of the current trends in higher education policy (a focus on performance, economic 

impact, competition and vertical diversification) and is further fuelled by geopolitical competition among 

national governments seeking advancements in innovation and research. This shift has contributed to 

the bifurcation of academic responsibilities and especially the wider adoption of teaching-only roles. 

The focus on research output is particularly strong in research universities but concerns around 

academic drift in professionally oriented higher education, suggest that non-university higher education 

institutions are drawn to the prestige and funding associated with research. Despite these trends, many 

academics still value a balance between teaching and research. Higher teaching loads are often carried 

by junior academics, as career progression rewards often entail a decreased teaching load. Evidence 

concerning service and external engagement workload is limited. Disconcertingly, the review found that 

academics frequently work exceptionally long hours and undertake multiple additional duties. This 

widespread practice in academia often results in an unsatisfactory work-life balance, further influencing 

the current state of the academic profession. 

3. Performance appraisal  

The third section notes widespread concerns in available literature about the emphasis placed on 

research-oriented and quantitative indicators in determining academic career advancement. Evidence 

found notable bias towards research merits in academic career appraisal, especially in research-

intensive institutions, with potentially negative consequences on both the way research is conducted 

(with some incentives encouraging quantity over quality) and the priority academics give to teaching, 

supporting students and other academic responsibilities (which may be side-lined in favour of research). 

Teaching performance, whilst regularly evaluated (although mainly via student feedback surveys) and 

formally considered in career appraisal, does not translate into parity of esteem with research and 

generally has less influence on academic career progression. Efforts to enhance teaching excellence 

have yielded mixed outcomes. Furthermore, service, engagement, and third mission activities tend to 

be recognised only marginally in performance appraisal. In some systems, factors other than 

performance also significantly influence career progression. Evidence suggests that public, sectoral 

and institutional policies should ideally promote multi-dimensional career appraisal by developing 

consistent measures for teaching and external engagement and, to the extent possible, diversifying the 

set of research metrics used. Well-designed qualitative approaches will often be necessary: evidence 

suggests that a preoccupation in current academic performance appraisal models with the ideal of 

“impartial merit” often results in significant dimensions of academic work overlooked as they cannot be 

quantified. 

4. Professional learning 

The fourth section of the review looks at professional learning opportunities for academic staff. Available 

data from selected countries suggest that academics in temporary positions more frequently lack formal 

teaching qualifications than staff with permanent contracts. Even though most OECD countries have 

legal qualification requirements for certain academic positions (usually a PhD), pedagogical training is 

not systematically included in PhD programmes, and only a few countries require academic staff to hold 

formal teaching qualifications. There appears to be a widespread need to improve to improve 

professional learning to prepare academics for diverse responsibilities through robust initial preparation 

for academic roles and complemented through systematic continuous enhancement of individual 

competencies. The available evidence suggests an increase in the provision of teaching enhancement 

support for academic staff in OECD countries. The recent pandemic has hastened the digitalisation of 
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higher education, creating new expectations for academics to acquire digital competencies. There is 

also a need for academics to adapt their competencies to use and teach students about emerging digital 

technologies and an increasing expectation that a wide range of higher education programmes address 

questions related to climate change. Academic sabbaticals are often identified as a potential opportunity 

for professional learning, although such learning opportunities are only available to full-time academic 

staff. 

5. Flexible career paths  

The fifth section of the review discusses the changing dynamics of academic career paths, noting 

evidence of a decline in linear career trajectories and an increase in alternative, non-linear routes. 

Despite the push for flexible career pathways, the report suggests that the best strategy for advancing 

in academia still often involves remaining at a single institution or – at least – staying within the academic 

sector. The demanding qualification requirements and publishing expectations in the academic hiring 

process can hinder non-academics from applying for academic positions and foster an environment 

where leaving academia inevitably becomes a permanent exit from the profession. The value attributed 

to professional experience gained outside of higher education varies between countries and institutions 

and plays a role in hiring and promotion decisions. Despite the challenges of transitioning between 

academia, industry, and other sectors, doctoral programmes incorporating inter-sectoral mobility are 

positively viewed. Inter-sectoral mobility becomes more prevalent as academics and researchers 

become more senior, but there has been a decline in the share of academics that have been mobile 

across sectors in recent years. Sharing of time between academia and other sectors is uncommon for 

permanent academics, but inter-sectoral collaboration is increasingly being encouraged by institutions 

and government policy. The available evidence highlights that women's academic career paths are 

often disrupted by career breaks related to having children, which can negatively affect research output 

and subsequent career progression. 

6. Diversity and gender balance  

The sixth section of the evidence review analyses diversity in academia, focusing predominantly on 

gender, but also considering other populations within the academic workforce. It identifies three 

dimensions of gender imbalance: vertical (seniority), horizontal (field), and contractual inequalities. 

Despite a broad overall gender balance among academic staff in most European higher education 

systems, women remain under-represented in senior roles across all European OECD countries, with 

only one country achieving balance in its senior ranks. Women academics often face more contractual 

instability, and the research production process disadvantages women, who appear to face greater 

obstacles than men in accessing networks, especially international networks.  They receive lower levels 

of research funding and experience greater difficulties in having their work recognised and published, 

in a pattern potentially influenced by the gender composition of academic review and editing panels. 

Men generally publish more and in more prestigious journals than women, although the difference is 

more pronounced among top-performing academics. Beyond the issue of research production, women 

more often take on dual caring responsibilities both in their personal life (family care, household work) 

and professional life (teaching and supporting students, service, administration). As a result, academic 

career prospects are gendered, partially explaining the difficulties in achieving gender balance among 

senior academics. The review draws attention to the significant challenges faced by non-binary, 

transgender, and non-white academics, as well as academics with disabilities, chronic illnesses, or 

neurodivergence. Harassment and bullying are commonplace in academia, disproportionately 

impacting under-represented groups and contributing to diminished mental wellbeing, particularly 

among academics from these groups. Despite numerous efforts to address these issues, the under-

representation of women and other marginalised groups in academia persists. 
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7. Internationalisation  

The seventh section of the review explores different elements of internationalisation in higher education. 

In this context, the aspect of internationalisation that has been researched to the greatest extent is the 

international mobility of academic staff, although, even in this area, student mobility has received far 

more research attention. Available evidence shows that the international mobility of academics is 

characterised by asymmetric flows that are influenced by the varying attractiveness of higher education 

systems. International mobility positively impacts academics, fostering international networks that 

enhance research and, to some extent, teaching. However, concerns about difficulties with returning 

and potentially poor working conditions abroad (such as visa conditions or social welfare) hinder 

international mobility. Policy initiatives in Europe are increasingly focusing on “internationalisation at 

home”, which can make professional experiences with an international dimension more accessible for 

a wider section of the academic community. Some OECD higher education systems are more focused 

on recruiting international students and staff, while others have focused on internationalising curricula 

and extra-curricular activities. The review identifies international research collaboration as the most 

common internationalisation-related activity among academic staff, with almost half of publications in 

OECD countries having international co-authors (UNESCO, 2021[16]). Growth of transnational education 

and the number of transnational higher education providers has increased internationalisation but 

creates challenges for academic staff, who need to navigate new educational spaces and reconcile 

differences in approaches to teaching. In the effort to embed and institutionalise international co-

operation, more higher education institutions are entering transnational institutional partnerships, such 

as the European Universities Initiative. While these partnerships aim to bring significant potential 

benefits in terms of enhancing the quality of learning and teaching, further efforts appear to be required 

to develop incentives for academics to take part and commit to international co-operation initiatives over 

the long term. Looking forward, commentators suggest that internationalisation policies in higher 

education institutions and at the government level will need to address global responsibility issues 

related to uneven mobility flows and the sustainability of international travel in the face of the climate 

crisis. 

8. Academic freedom  

The eighth section of the review examines the intricate concept of academic freedom. For individual 

academics, the literature suggests that this consists of three key elements: freedom of teaching, 

freedom of research, and freedom to learn and study. But these core freedoms are influenced by 

contributing factors, including participation in self-governance, employment and financial security, and 

institutional autonomy. This set of freedoms and rights is, however, coupled with a set of obligations 

and responsibilities on the part of academics that need to be recognised. Using a wide range of 

indicators, evidence shows a concerning decline in academic freedom in OECD higher education 

systems over the past decade. The review highlights the influence of national contexts and institutional 

cultures on the interplay of institutional autonomy with academic freedom. The evidence raises 

concerns about political and public authority interference, risks related to the power of institutional 

leaders, harassment of scientific figures, and pressures on academics to reach certain research 

conclusions, whether from private or foreign partners. 
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The contractual status of academics varies across higher education systems. As such, it is not easy to 

classify academic staff into common categories by contractual status across jurisdictions. The specific 

features of different contractual arrangements are important to understand the real situation of the 

academic staff employed under them. Permanent, tenured, or similarly recognised positions tend to be 

regulated to a greater extent at the system or sector level, while institutions retain more control over 

managing more temporary and precarious contracts (Eurydice and Crosier, 2019[6]).  

The focus of this section is on various contractual arrangements of academic staff, with an emphasis on 

part-time, temporary (fixed term), and precarious (non-standard, zero hours) contracts. The section looks 

at evidence about the effects of these patterns, trends, and practices. There might be good reasons why 

certain staff are employed on these contracts, for example, if they are supporting teaching on an ad-hoc 

basis or are hired to contribute to a specific research project (Arnhold et al., 2017[5]). Some academics 

might prefer contractual flexibility if they have other professional or personal commitments. The problem 

is that many academics on precarious contracts are committed to their academic work, but “their institutions 

make little or no long-term commitment to them or to their academic work” (American Association of 

University Professors, 2014, p. 171[17]). 

Generally, precarious employment can be characterised by three elements: 1) employment insecurity, 

including the unpredictability of contract renewal; 2) income inadequacy; and 3) a lack of protections and 

rights (Kreshpaj et al., 2020[18]). Within different systems, various terms are used to describe academic 

staff on casual (Williams, 2021[19]), sessional or part-time contracts (ILO, 2018[20]), such as contingent 

faculty (McNaughtan, García and Nehls, 2017[21]), peripheral faculty (Arnhold et al., 2017[5]), or non-

tenured faculty (Kezar, 2019[22]). The casualisation of employment in academia is part of a broader trend 

in labour markets, affecting all sectors of the economy (OECD, 2020[1]). 

Indicators and data availability 

No internationally comparable data are collected systematically on the contractual status of academic staff. 

Different higher education systems use diverging sets of staff categories and contracts that might be further 

differentiated by conditions for part-time work or temporary contracts. The OECD’s Indicators of Education 

Systems (INES) Working Party has conducted two feasibility studies to explore the possibility of collecting 

more detailed data on academic personnel within tertiary systems. In the existing UNESCO-OECD-

Eurostat (UOE) education statistics collection, out of 22 countries participating in the most recent study, 

seven do not report and five only partially report casual and temporary staff in their counts of academic 

staff. Countries like Estonia or Finland do not consider casual and temporary teaching and research staff 

as academic staff. In other systems, data on casual and temporary academic staff cannot be separated 

from other categories of casual and temporary staff. Contract duration is systematically collected by only 

three of the 22 countries covered by the INES feasibility study: Italy, Estonia, and Latvia (OECD, 2021[9]).  

The INES feasibility study did succeed in collecting data for academic staff by seniority, which was reported 

in Education at Glance 2022 (Figure 2). Through these data, it is possible to look at two key categories of 

staff with a high prevalence of temporary and precarious contracts: “junior” and “other”. Seniority is a strong 

1 Contractual status 
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determinant of contractual stability (Eurydice and Crosier, 2019[6]; Aarrevaara, Dobson and Wikström, 

2015[23]; OECD, 2022[7]). The “other” category consists of staff who are not on the academic career track, 

excluding employed doctoral students and research and teaching assistants, who were reported 

separately. The two categories could be used to construct proxy indicators of academic staff that are likely 

to lack permanent contracts and are outside of the academic career track. 

Figure 2. Distribution of instructional and academic staff by seniority (2020) 

 

Note: Please note that employed doctoral candidates are excluded from this figure.  

1. Data cover all levels of tertiary education. 

2. Data cover only academic institutions. 

Source: OECD (2022[24]), "Distribution of instructional and research academic staff by seniority level (2020)”, in Education at a Glance 2022: 

OECD Indicators, https://doi.org/10.1787/73b0c95b-en. 

Ten countries have more than 50% of their staff in the “junior” or “other” categories: Germany (76%), 

Austria (71%), Poland (68%), Luxembourg (64%), Costa Rica (63%), New Zealand (60%), Australia (57%), 

Hungary (57%), Sweden (54%), and Estonia (51%). These data are however only indications of certain 

broad staff categories and there are remaining challenges with the classification. The INES Working Party 

has agreed to continue collecting these data and to work on improving them.  

The second available UOE dataset related to academic staff contracts is on headcounts (HC) of academic 

staff with part-time and full-time employment (Figure 3). While academic staff data are increasingly also 

collected and presented in full-time equivalents (FTE), the headcount data make it possible to see the 

share of academic staff employed on a part-time basis. The highest share of part-time teachers in UOE 

data are in Latvia, Israel, Switzerland, Austria, Lithuania and Germany. It is interesting that among 

countries with a relatively high share of part-time staff are three that share the three-sector system 

structure, Germany, Switzerland and Austria, with universities, universities of applied sciences and teacher 

education colleges. Especially the latter two types of institutions tend to have a higher share of part-time 

academic staff.  

Similar findings were also reported in the most recent Eurydice brief on academic staff, which showed that 

part-time academic staff are particularly prevalent in the three countries mentioned above, and also in 

https://doi.org/10.1787/73b0c95b-en
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Latvia, Lithuania and Slovenia, while – according to the official statistics, at least – such staff are almost 

non-existent in Greece, France, Italy, Poland, and Romania (Eurydice and Crosier, 2019[6]).  

Figure 3. Academic staff in OECD countries (2020) 

Headcounts of academic staff by intensity (full-time or part-time) and share of academics on part-time contracts. 

 

Note: Adapted from OECD (2022[25]), Education Database: Educational personnel by institution (Edition 2022) (database),  

https://doi.org/10.1787/3687e4db-en.   

Data for countries where they are available. Two graphs are separated due to the number of academics. In most cases data include academic 

staff in all higher education institutions (ISCED 6-8). Countries are ranked by the share of part-time academic staff. 

1. Academic staff in all tertiary education institutions (ISCED 5-8) 

2. Academic staff in public higher education 

While international data providing evidence on the contractual status of academic staff are limited, some 

higher education systems collect data on temporary and casual contracts. In Ireland, for example, the 

underlying data collected for the publication Higher Education Institutional Staff Profiles by Sex and 

Gender, include information about academic staff and their contractual status, both in terms of headcounts 

(HC) and full-time equivalents (FTE). The dataset includes all publicly funded higher education institutions 

in Ireland (HEA, 2021[26]). 

As displayed in Table 2, a majority (65%) of FTE positions in Irish higher education are filled by staff on 

permanent contracts, but in terms of headcount, only 50% of all academic staff hold permanent full-time 

contracts. While the casual, zero-hours contracts account for about 3% of the FTE, 16% of individual 

(headcount) academic staff are employed on such contracts. Both permanent and zero-hours contracts 

are evenly distributed between the university and technological higher education sectors. However, 

temporary staff are mostly concentrated within the university sector, which has a stronger focus on 

research and employs more researchers on temporary contracts.   
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Table 2. Ireland’s academic staff by contract type (2021) 
 

FTE FTE % HC HC % 

Permanent full-time 9 812 61% 9 967 50% 

Permanent part-time 563 4% 1 066 5% 

Temporary full-time 4 710 29% 4 762 24% 

Temporary part-time 492 3% 956 5% 

Zero hours 418 3% 3 191 16% 

Total  15 995 
 

19 942 
 

Note: Adapted from HEA (2021[26]), Higher Education Institutional Staff Profiles by Sex and Gender (dataset), 

https://hea.ie/policy/gender/statistics/higher-education-institutional-staff-profiles-by-sex-and-gender/ (accessed on 24 February 2023). 

In the United Kingdom, the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) collects data on the terms of 

employment of academic staff, including variables similar to those collected in Ireland. The statistics in 

Table 3 are reported in terms of headcounts and rounded to the nearest multiple of five. Like Ireland, about 

half of academic staff (headcount) are employed on permanent full-time contracts. The dataset further 

includes markers for academic staff with zero-hours contracts, around 2% of all academics in the 

United Kingdom, and another 14% are hourly paid (HESA, 2022[27]). 

Table 3. Academic staff in the United Kingdom by contract type (2021) 

  HC HC% Zero hours 

contract 

Hourly paid 

Open-ended/permanent full-time 115 740 49% 90 600 

Open-ended/permanent part-time 40 715 17% 2 185 20 110 

Fixed-term, full-time 35 580 15% 265 555 

Fixed-term, part-time 41 895 18% 1 875 10 375 

Total 233 930   4 415 31 640 

Note: Adapted from HESA (2022[27]), Figure 3 - All staff (excluding atypical) by mode of employment and hourly paid marker 2021/22 (dataset), 

https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/sb264/figure-3 (accessed on 24 February 2023). 

HESA collects data on academic staff on atypical contracts separately and they are not included in the 

overview in Table 3. Atypical contracts are characterised by at least one of the following criteria: 1) very 

short duration, less than four consecutive weeks; 2) one-off/short-term tasks; 3) work away from 

supervision; or 4) high flexibility of working as-and-when required. The 2020/21 HESA collection counted 

over 66 000 academics with atypical contracts (UCU, 2021[28]). 

In the Netherlands, statistics on contract types for academic staff in universities are gathered by the 

national university association. Table 4 presents the data on academic staff categories, excluding PhD 

candidates, who are all employed on temporary contracts. Overall, 59% of academic staff are on 

permanent contracts in terms of headcount. The differences between headcount and FTE are minimal in 

the case of Dutch universities and 60% of FTE are on permanent contracts (Universities of the Netherlands, 

2022[29]). 

  

https://hea.ie/policy/gender/statistics/higher-education-institutional-staff-profiles-by-sex-and-gender/
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/sb264/figure-3
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Table 4. Academic staff in Dutch universities by contract type (2021) 

  Permanent Temporary 

  HC HC% HC HC% 

Professor 3 501 14% 234 1% 

Associate professor 3 074 12% 156 1% 

Assistant professor 5 090 20% 2 000 8% 

Teacher 2 394 9% 3 650 14% 

Researcher 819 3% 4 310 17% 

Other research staff 196 1% 307 1% 

Total 15 074 59% 10 657 41% 

Note: Adapted from Universities of the Netherlands (2022[29]), Fixed-term employment contracts per job category (dataset), 

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/petra.pieck/viz/shared/K68B4SK6Q (accessed on 5 March 2023). 

Data include academic staff from universities, excluding PhD candidates.  

In Sweden, the Swedish Higher Education Authority (UKÄ) collects data on contract types. The data 

presented in Table 5 distinguish between various roles within academic careers and the share of people 

on permanent and temporary contracts. In the source data, further differentiation is made between various 

types of temporary work based on various provisions in labour regulation. While overall, about two-thirds 

of academics (headcount) are on permanent contracts, with relative contractual stability among professors 

and lecturers, temporary contracts are particularly widespread among merit appointments (postdocs and 

assistant university lectureships) and other research and teaching staff.  

Table 5. Academic staff in Sweden by contract type (2022) 

  Permanent Temporary 

  HC HC% HC HC% 

Professors 5 603 14% 1 203 3% 

Adjunct professors 4 916 12% 1 640 4% 

Lecturers 10 224 25% 1 293 3% 

Merit appointment (1) 26 0% 3 784 9% 

Other research and teaching staff 6 418 16% 5 369 13% 

Total 27 187 67% 13 289 33% 

Note: Adapted from UKÄ (2022[30]), Antal personer 2022 (Number of People 2022) (dataset), https://www.uka.se/integrationer/hogskolan-i-

siffror/statistik?statq=https://statistik-api.uka.se/api/totals/121 (accessed on 15 June 2023). 

Data include academic staff from universities, excluding PhD candidates.  

1. Merit appointment can either refer to a postdoctoral fellow or assistant university lecturer. 

Another higher education system that systematically gathers data on contractual status is Canada. The 

University and College Academic Staff System provides data on whether staff are full-time or part-time and 

on the type of their appointment: tenured, probationary, non-tenured, visiting, or other (Statistics Canada, 

2021[31]). Many countries report their system-level statistics by their staff categories, sometimes also 

including information on whether staff are part-time or full-time for each position. 

Research and evidence on the topic 

The OECD’s Higher Education Policy Survey (HEPS) found that open-ended contracts with enhanced 

protections against dismissal (recognised either as civil or public servant status, or another special 

provision) are an option in 21 systems out of 28 systems that submitted responses. The other seven 

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/petra.pieck/viz/shared/K68B4SK6Q
https://www.uka.se/integrationer/hogskolan-i-siffror/statistik?statq=https://statistik-api.uka.se/api/totals/121
https://www.uka.se/integrationer/hogskolan-i-siffror/statistik?statq=https://statistik-api.uka.se/api/totals/121
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systems have only open-ended contracts under general employment law. Most systems however have 

both possibilities. Fixed-term contracts are offered in nearly all systems (except the Flemish Community of 

Belgium and Hungary). In some systems, fixed-term contracts need to provide the possibility of conversion 

to a permanent position, specifically in Lithuania, Poland, the Slovak Republic and Türkiye. Some systems 

only offer contracts without prospects of conversion, including Israel, New Zealand, Portugal, and England 

(United Kingdom). Other contract types are offered in 21 systems. Most systems have regulations or 

collective agreements that set a maximum duration for fixed-term contracts in the employment of academic 

staff, although there are five exceptions; Canada, Czechia, England, Lithuania and Sweden (Golden, Troy 

and Weko, 2021[32]). 

The precarity of employment contracts appears to be more pronounced in higher education than in other 

equivalent sectors of the economy. In comparison to other levels of education, precarity and casualisation 

are more prevalent in higher education (Thompson, 2021[33]). Moreover, academic institutions in many 

countries offer fewer permanent positions than in the past. The “DocEnhance” survey of doctorate holders 

in Europe showed that while 87% of doctorate holders were employed on permanent full-time contracts in 

industry and about 70% in government, in academia it was only 56% and in research organisations 57% 

(Boman et al., 2021[34]). Data from Flemish Community of Belgium shows that doctorate holders who 

switched to careers outside academia are more likely to have permanent contracts (80-93%) compared to 

those who stayed in academia as principal investigators (67%) and post-docs (9%) (Mortier, Levecque and 

Wille, 2020[35]).  

Precarious employment in academia is a worldwide phenomenon. According to the American Association 

of University Professors, about 70% of academic staff in the United States are employed on “contingent” 

appointments and outside the tenure track (American Association of University Professors, 2017[36]). In 

Canada, there has been growth in precarious employment in teaching-focused academic positions, while 

secure, tenured opportunities are mostly concentrated in prestigious research-intensive institutions 

(Stephenson et al., 2022[37]). In Australia, the casual academic workforce, with hourly-paid or sessional 

contracts, makes up the majority of academic staff in terms of headcount and about 23% in terms of FTE, 

with most casual staff on teaching-only contracts. Within the non-casual academic workforce, about 46% 

are academics with (longer) fixed-term contracts, mostly in research-only positions. The organisation and 

funding of universities by public authorities in Australia, with different resource streams for research and 

teaching limit the number of permanent positions, especially positions combining teaching and research 

(Norton, Cherastidtham and Mackey, 2018[38]). In Japan, most teaching academic staff work part-time, and 

universities have also been granted exemption from a law that allows workers to demand permanent 

contracts after five years of temporary contracts. In Japanese universities, staff need to work for ten years 

to obtain a permanent contract (ILO, 2018[20]). 

Precarious academic employment is also widespread across Europe. In the European Union, Council 

Directive 1999/70/EC concerning the framework agreement on fixed-term work, places limits on the 

duration of temporary employment in general. As a consequence, many member countries have adopted 

regulations limiting the total duration of successive temporary contracts in labour regulation. However, in 

the Czechia, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Slovenia, academic staff are excluded from these provisions 

(ILO, 2018[20]). In Latvia, the latest reform of academic careers included a six-year limit on contracts for 

professors and associate professors. The Latvian Constitutional Court ruled that this conflicted with the 

constitutional right of choosing an employment workplace, citing the Council Directive and rulings of the 

European Court of Justice (EELA, 2019[39]). The European Court of Justice (ECJ) has interpreted the 

Directive, especially Clause 5, in multiple cases within academia. This suggests some misuse of 

successive fixed-term contracts that are used to employ academics that fulfil permanent and long-term 

needs and thus do not meet the objective criteria for the use of fixed-term contracts (Lauwers, 2020[40]). 

EU legislation makes important distinctions between academic staff performing core teaching and research 

duties and those contracted for the period of fixed-term research grants or to teach specific additional 

courses.  
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In Lithuania, precarious employment in academia has been identified through surveys of academic staff, 

in which some respondents reported no employment outside the academic terms, as their contracts only 

cover the teaching semesters themselves (Leišytė et al., 2022[41]). A report from Denmark also found 

differences in hiring processes, with permanent positions generally having transparent recruitment 

procedures and many fixed-term appointments being based on networks and personal connections (Melin 

et al., 2018[42]).  

Across countries, precarity of employment is especially felt among early-career academics, who compete 

for a limited number of permanent and tenured positions and typically take on temporary or casual 

employment contracts (Diogo, Carvalho and Queirós, 2022[43]). Historically, doctoral training was a form of 

apprenticeship for an academic career, but now, with the increase in the number of doctoral students, the 

focus of doctoral programmes has changed to reflect the fact that a majority of PhD graduates continue 

their career outside academia. As the focus of the doctoral career stage has changed, the selection of 

future academics has moved to later career stages, after individuals have completed postdocs and other 

junior posts (Kwiek and Antonowicz, 2014[44]; Sarrico, 2022[45]). Data from Sweden show a concentration 

of temporary contracts in Sweden among younger academic staff, with about 86% of academics below the 

age of 35 on temporary contracts. In the category of 35–44-year-olds, about 39% of academics still do not 

have permanent contracts. For the other age categories, the concentration is relatively stable, with about 

17-22% of academics on temporary contracts (UKÄ, 2022[30]). A benchmarking exercise by the OECD, 

covering Estonia, Flemish Community of Belgium, the Netherlands, and Norway, shows similar patterns, 

with the share of staff with permanent contracts being the lowest among the youngest cohort, with a clear 

trend towards more permanent contracts for older academic staff (OECD, 2019[12]). In 32 European 

systems, junior academics can be on fixed-term contracts, while only 19 systems allow this for senior 

academics (Eurydice and Crosier, 2019[6]). However, the hope of junior academics is often kept alive 

through the award of repeated fixed-term contracts, often covering multiple years. Academic staff in such 

positions frequently experience stress and uncertainty until they potentially obtain a permanent position 

(Melin et al., 2018[42]). They also tend to be dependent on more senior academics, as postdocs are not 

always eligible to apply individually for research funding (OECD, 2021[9]).  

Many OECD countries have a strong supply of young academics with aspirations for academic careers 

but limited positions available at institutions (Iversen, 2023[15]). Many commentators argue that the current 

research and teaching model in most advanced economies depends largely on the availability of plentiful 

and cheap labour in the form of doctoral candidates and postdocs (Arnhold et al., 2017[5]). A global survey 

by Nature showed that 56% of doctoral candidates named academia as their first preference for work, 

while about two-thirds of postdocs preferred academia to employment in other sectors (Woolston, 2020[46]; 

Woolston, 2019[47]). Many are willing to endure poor contractual and working conditions because of the 

prospect of future positions (Carvalho, 2021[48]). During the expansion of higher education during the 20th 

century and 2000s, new institutions were created, and existing institutions expanded, creating demand for 

academic staff (OECD, 2019[12]). But enrolment rates started to decline in Europe and Northern America 

in the 2010s (Marginson, 2016[49]) and the student population in the OECD overall is starting to stagnate, 

with many OECD higher education systems experiencing enrolment decline (OECD, 2022[50]). In this 

environment, institutions have fewer positions to offer and have existing contractual commitments with 

more senior academics, on permanent contracts that create a significant strain on institutional resources 

(OECD, 2019[12]). This compounds the situation of doctoral holders unable to find a position in academia 

(OECD, 2021[9]) and further increases the number “trapped in a hamster wheel of precarity” (Courtois and 

O’Keefe, 2015, p. 43[51]). 

Institutions and public authorities have introduced new types of contracts to allow higher education to 

become more responsive to shifting policy priorities (ILO, 2018[20]). These new contracts contrast with 

traditional “lifetime” contracts, which hinder the long-term flexibility of academic departments, schools, and 

institutions in the face of increased unpredictability (OECD, 2020[1]). The major policy shift came after high 

enrolment rates had been attained and the focus moved more clearly towards public accountability and 
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efficiency questions (McNaughtan, García and Nehls, 2017[21]). This involved reforms to institutional 

governance, the expansion of quality assurance, and the adoption of new funding models through 

performance-based institutional funding, competitive and fixed-term research grants (Eurydice and 

Crosier, 2019[6]; Jongbloed et al., 2023[52]; OECD, 2020[1]). These reforms have transformed the academic 

profession, expanded the role of higher education professionals, and changed academic career appraisal 

(Teichler, 2021[53]). The growth of research funding has allowed institutions to hire new staff, but many 

projects are short-term (OECD, 2021[9]), thus not providing staff with permanent career options and 

creating bottlenecks (ISE, 2020[54]). This can be observed in the data from Ireland, where the employment 

of around 70% of academic staff is financed through core funding to institutions. Around 92% of permanent 

staff are paid from core funding, while those on temporary contracts are mostly covered by non-core 

funding (HEA, 2021[26]). Institutions are limited in the scope of the contractual commitments they can offer 

to their staff by the overall volume of funding and its predictability. 

While the casualisation of the academic workforce creates cost savings for academic employers, there is 

evidence that strong reliance on casual academic staff can have negative effects on the functioning of 

academic teams and the results of research and teaching (OECD, 2020[1]; OECD, 2021[9]). Findings from 

Australia suggest that casual academic staff are at risk of being put in peripheral positions, excluded from 

meetings and having limited interactions with their supervisors (Nadolny and Ryan, 2013[55]; McComb, 

Eather and Imig, 2020[56]). In the United Kingdom, contingent faculty have been found to be excluded from 

some communications and activities, making them feel like “non-citizens in the academic community” 

(Meliou and Lopes, 2022[57]). A report from the United States suggests that contingent faculty are excluded 

from various activities and functions, including self-governance, professional development, administrative 

support, and curriculum development (Hurlburt and McGarrah, 2016[58]). 

The casualisation of the academic workforce has also been found to have potentially adverse effects on 

students’ learning experiences (OECD, 2020[1]). While evidence has shown that an increasing share of the 

teaching load is being assumed by academics with casual contracts, the effects on students have been 

understudied. The evidence presented here is limited to a few countries and often only includes a few 

institutions. Moreover, the effects identified in the studies that do exist might be less substantial than they 

would otherwise have been due to the commitment of these academics, who frequently work over and 

above the requirements of their contracts, as the survey from the University and College Union in the 

United Kingdom has found (UCU, 2019[59]). An additional challenge is strong research bias in incentive 

structures in academic career appraisal, which means that the pursuit of a permanent academic post often 

requires a focus on developing a strong publication record, rather than focusing on teaching and student 

support (OECD, 2021[9]). This issue will be further explored in sections 2 and 3.  

In Australia, academic staff with precarious contracts have been found to be perceived by students as less 

qualified (Hitch, Mahoney and Macfarlane, 2017[60]). Students surveyed in Australia have been found to 

feel that part-time staff have limited understanding of the degree programmes followed and the connection 

of their course or classes to the wider programme objectives. They were also perceived to have less 

information about administrative matters and were therefore not able to help students to navigate the 

university system (Marshall, 2012[61]). The experiences of industry experts in Australia employed as casual 

academics highlight their frustration with the lack of support and isolation from the academic community, 

despite having been a source of valuable insight for the students and creating links with industry (Clarke, 

2021[62]). 

A recent survey in the United Kingdom has shown that the higher proportion of teaching by casual 

academic staff negatively impacts student satisfaction (Williams, 2021[19]). The more casual forms of 

contracts, and the associated workload models, limit the time academics can devote to supporting students 

and teaching preparation (Leathwood and Read, 2020[63]). A survey by University and College Union 

among casualised academic staff found that 67% did not have enough time on their contract to prepare 

adequately for their classes, 73% lacked time to complete their marking, and 71% did not have time to 
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provide proper feedback. Many casually contracted academics did not have access to facilities to support 

their students (44%) and they were not included in the development of new curricula (35%) (UCU, 2019[59]).  

The evidence from the United States is mixed. One report suggests that the impact [of casual staff] on 

students is unclear, as it depends on conditions within which the contingent faculty is working in (Hurlburt 

and McGarrah, 2016[58]). A study of six four-year institutions suggests that having part-time faculty 

negatively affects student retention between the first and second year of college (Jaeger and Eagan, 

2010[64]). Another study showed a potentially positive impact of adjuncts on current course performance, 

but then negative effects on students’ subsequent interest in the field and their further study outputs 

(Xiaotao Ran and Xu, 2018[65]). This effect was confirmed by a later study that suggested that increased 

employment of adjunct faculty led to grade inflation, as a result of hopes that positive student feedback 

would provide a path towards a more permanent position (Chen, Hansen and Lowe, 2019[66]).   

Employment in precarious positions negatively impacts the career development of individuals employed 

on such contracts. These staff members are excluded from professional learning (Hitch, Mahoney and 

Macfarlane, 2017[60]) and insecure employment limits their chances to form networks and develop research 

profiles (Broadbent and Strachan, 2016[67]). Those in permanent positions are more likely to have an impact 

on policy, produce patents, be awarded academic prizes, or conduct public engagement activities 

(Nogueira, Heywood-Roos and Phillips, 2015[68]). Testimonials from Dutch academics mention the 

disruptive nature of casual contracts on the work of departments and relationships between colleagues, 

affecting co-operation on research, curriculum development and its delivery (Casual Academy, 2022[69]). 

The casualisation of contracts contributes to poor wellbeing among affected academics and damages the 

ability of academia to attract and retain talent. A combination of insecure contracts, long working hours, a 

competitive academic culture, and poor interpersonal relationships have been found to have negatively 

influenced the mental wellbeing of academics (Hall, 2023[70]; Jayman, Glazzard and Rose, 2022[71]; Moulin, 

2020[72]). Academics are especially at risk of experiencing stress and burnout (Smith et al., 2022[73]; 

Zábrodská et al., 2017[74]). While elements of this problem are recognised, much institutional policy focuses 

on individual change to improve the mental health of affected academics, rather than examining and 

changing the structures which contribute to the problem (Limas et al., 2022[75]; Nicholls et al., 2022[76]). A 

project tracking careers of doctorate holders in selected European countries has found that temporary staff 

in academia have lower levels of satisfaction with their working conditions compared to those on permanent 

contracts (Nogueira, Heywood-Roos and Phillips, 2015[68]). This has an impact on the motivation and 

performance of staff, and the ability of academia to attract and retain talent (Klopper and Power, 2014[77]). 

A recent study from Finland suggests that stress and dissatisfaction with working conditions are pushing 

people away from academia (Aarnikoivu et al., 2019[78]). Similar findings have been found in the 

Netherlands (Government of the Netherlands, 2022[79]).  

Several countries (including Austria, Finland, Switzerland, Germany, Ireland, and Poland) have recently 

introduced reforms to restructure the postdoctoral phase of research careers, by adapting their career 

structure to a tenure track model, with progression based on clear criteria. These changes make it possible 

to shorten the uncertain postdoctoral phase of fixed-term contracts by making the decisive selection earlier 

in researchers’ careers. However, it also reduces individuals’ career options after this decision point: 

postdocs either obtain tenure track positions or are forced to either leave academia or accept temporary 

academic contracts for the rest of their academic career (Brechelmacher et al., 2015[14]).  

Policy and practice examples 

Germany attempted to regulate the historically high rates of non-standard contracts in its 16 state-level 

higher education systems through the Academic Fixed-Term Contract Act 

(Wissenschaftszeitvertragsgesetz) in 2007. After criticism of the initial legislation, the Act was amended in 

2016 to increase the duration for which staff can be employed on fixed-term contracts. The length of the 
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contract should correspond to the funding or to the time needed to finish a doctorate. It was hoped that 

this model would decrease the precariousness of young academic staff (Hüther and Krücken, 2018[80]; 

OECD, 2020[1]). However, the Act caused a wave of protests and outrage, under the hashtag #IchbinHanna 

responding to a video published by the Federal Ministry of Education and Research that tried to defend 

the model. The main concern was the continuation of precarity in academia and the process in which the 

decision about professorship is made late in the career and forces people to leave academia (Bahr et al., 

2021[81]). In comparison to other countries, as seen in Figure 2, Germany has the largest share of 

academics in junior and other categories, with almost none in intermediate positions. It appears that 

precarious academic employment has persisted despite the introduction of limits on casual contracts.  

Austria has also undertaken efforts to reduce precarity, with the introduction of tenure track schemes in 

2015 which have shortened the periods when young academics work under fixed-term contracts. Under 

the new tenure track model, young researchers can be offered a “qualification agreement” with clearly 

defined criteria for their progression to associate and later full professorship (OECD, 2018[82]). Like 

Germany, in 2021, Austria introduced limits, terms and conditions for the use of fixed-term work contracts 

in universities, limiting the total duration of contracts to six or eight years (Eurydice, 2022[83]). The precise 

impact of this change is unclear at the time of writing.  

Italy reformed academic career paths in 2022 through national legislation addressing the fragmentation of 

junior pathways by creating a single junior researcher position after the PhD and an initial two-year 

fellowship (assegno di ricerca). This junior position, which can be up to six years long, gives access to 

associate professorships and other positions further along the tenure track. The law also addressed issues 

of salaries, social benefits and tax contributions. While the reform is seen as a positive change in the higher 

education sector, the current funding model caps resources, limiting how many staff members universities 

can hire and allow to pursue the tenure track (Paterlini, 2022[84]).  

The precarity of employment conditions can also be limited through collective bargaining, which involves 

the negotiation of the terms and conditions of employment between academic employers and staff unions 

(ILO, 2018[20]; OECD, 2020[1]). The Netherlands is a key example of a country with a national collective 

agreement that limits the use of temporary and casual contracts. In 2016, bargaining led to a cap on these 

contracts at 22% FTE (VSNU, 2015[85]). The commitment to reducing temporary and casual employment 

is still present in recent collective agreements, setting limits on repeated temporary contracts (Universities 

of the Netherlands, 2022[86]). Despite the agreements, there has been a recent increase in the use of 

temporary contracts in the Netherlands (Balleman, 2022[87]).  
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The focus of this section is on evidence about how academic staff allocate their time between different 

responsibilities. Figure 4 provides an overview of the various components of academic working life, 

categorised around three key areas: teaching, research, and service (including engagement and 

leadership). Particular attention in this section is given to the question of creating parity of esteem between 

teaching and research, the adoption of differentiated career profiles by some institutions and higher 

education systems, and the workload of academics. 

Figure 4. What does an academic do? 

 

Note: Adapted from an infographic by Susan Wardell (2021[88]) developed in the context expectations placed on academics in New Zealand. 

Indicators and data availability 

The OECD and Eurostat jointly collect data on research personnel in different sectors, including the higher 

education sector. These data indicate how many academic staff are involved in research activities but not 

in other roles. These statistics may also include graduate students and doctoral candidates. This creates 

difficulties, as some countries, such as the Slovak Republic and Italy, do not recognise PhD students as 

employees (OECD, 2022[7]).  

2 Responsibilities and workload 
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However, the previously cited feasibility study by the INES Working Party attempted to collect data on the 

primary function of academic staff. Rather than showing the time spent on different roles, it indicated the 

prevalence of contracts assigning sole responsibility for either research or teaching. As shown in Figure 5, 

from the participating countries, only Mexico and the United States reported that a majority of academic 

staff are involved in teaching-only (instruction-only) roles. All other participating countries reported a 

majority of academic staff with combined roles, with both teaching and research responsibilities. Sweden, 

Estonia, Denmark, and Germany were the only countries with no reported differentiation in primary 

functions, while other systems reported that a minority of roles in their higher education system had a 

single primary function. These patterns partially reflect decisions on which employees to categorise as 

academic staff. As most countries report academic staff as having both functions, it is difficult to draw 

conclusions on the allocation of time between responsibilities from these data. In the meetings of the INES 

Working Party, there was a discussion about the use of time-use surveys, however, currently only Canada 

and Norway can provide this information. 

Figure 5. Distribution of academic staff by primary function (2020) 

 

Note: Data are excluding PhD candidates.   

1. Data cover all levels of tertiary education. 

2. Data cover only academic institutions. 

Source: OECD (2022[89]), "Distribution of academic staff by primary function (2020)”, in Education at a Glance 2022: OECD Indicators, 

https://doi.org/10.1787/cd4873d1-en.  

Research and evidence on the topic 

The best estimations of the hours that academics dedicate to various activities can be obtained from 

surveys among academic staff, such as the “Changing Academic Profession” carried out in 2007-08. 

Results are presented in Table 6. Research activities are the most dominant activity for academics in all 

countries included in this survey, except in Finland and Malaysia. On average, full-time academics spent 

about 30% of their annualised hours on teaching and around 40% on research activities. Administration 

https://doi.org/10.1787/cd4873d1-en
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occupies about 15% of working time, while service and engagement account for around 7%. However, 

there are significant differences between systems (Bentley and Kyvik, 2012[90]).  

Table 6. Overview of academic workload distribution by country and region (2007-08) 

Annualised mean weekly hours of academic activities. 

 Teaching (1) Research (2) Administration (3) Service (4) Other (5) Total 

English-speaking (n=2484) 16.0 17.7 8.8 3.3 3.3 49.1 

    Australia (n=526) 15.9 16.5 9.7 3.0 3.4 48.5 

    Canada (n=702) 15.9 20.4 7.3 3.5 2.9 50.0 

    United Kingdom (n=569) 16.1 16.5 10.6 1.5 3.8 48.4 

    United States (n=687) 15.9 17.6 7.4 5.2 3.1 49.3 

Western Europe (n=2729) 16.1 19.6 5.6 3.4 3.0 47.6 

    Finland (n=393) 18.5 16.6 5.8 2.6 2.7 46.3 

    Germany (n=612) 12.7 22.5 4.7 6.2 3.5 49.6 

    Italy (n=1358) 15.5 21.6 4.6 2.6 2.5 46.7 

    Norway (n=366) 17.5 17.6 7.1 2.1 3.5 47.8 

Asia (n=1272) 16.5 17.8 8.0 3.6 3.1 49.0 

    China (n=429) 16.3 21.6 5.6 3.1 2.3 48.9 

    Hong Kong (n=527) 16.9 19.6 8.3 3.7 3.6 52.2 

    Malaysia (n=316) 16.3 12.2 10.1 3.9 3.5 45.9 

Latin America (n=632) 13.8 18.8 5.1 2.7 2.6 43.0 

    Argentina (n=371) 11.9 21.9 4.6 2.9 2.2 43.6 

    Brazil (n=261) 15.8 15.6 5.7 2.4 2.9 42.4 

All countries (n=7117) 15.6 18.5 6.9 3.2 3.0 47.2 

Note: Adapted from Bentley, P. and S. Kyvik (2012[90]), Academic work from a comparative perspective: A survey of faculty working time across 

13 countries, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-011-9457-4.   

Data for full-time academics. Annualised mean weekly hours is calculated on basis that classes are in session two-thirds of the year. The survey 

question: “Considering all your professional work, how many hours do you spend in a typical week on each of the following activities?”  

1. Teaching: preparation of teaching materials and plans, instruction, advising students, reading, and evaluating student work 

2. Research: reading literature, writing, conducting experiments, fieldwork 

3. Administration: committee work, paperwork, activities in academic associations, reviews, etc.  

4. Service: externally oriented activities (services to clients and/or patients, unpaid consulting, public or voluntary services) 

5. Other academic activities: professional activities not attributable to any of the categories above 

A follow-up survey was conducted in the period 2017-18, with the participation of academics from 

Argentina, Austria, Brazil, Canada, Chile, China, Croatia, Finland, Japan, Kazakhstan, Latvia, Malaysia, 

Mexico, Norway, Portugal, Russia, Slovenia, South Korea, Sweden, Chinese Taipei, Türkiye, and the 

United States. Preliminary evidence suggests that the proportion of academics’ working hours spent on 

research has been increasing in recent years, especially at high-ranked and research-oriented institutions 

(Teichler, Aarrevaara and Huang, 2022[91]). The preference for research is widely reported to be rooted in 

the culture of European academic life and institutions (EUA, 2019[92]). An increasing value placed on 

research can create tension between what academics spend time on and what they are evaluated on 

(Schimanski and Alperin, 2018[93]). The question of incentives for individual staff members is further 

explored in section 3. 

There is a general trend towards increased specialisation of roles in academia, with some staff having 

responsibility solely or primarily in one domain – either teaching or research. These efforts to specialise 

are mostly undertaken with the intention of enhancing research and dedicating more people to pursuing 

research and applying for and implementing grant-funded projects. Academics also have a smaller role in 

institutional governance and administration, tasks more often assumed by professional staff (OECD, 

2020[1]).  

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-011-9457-4
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Teichler, Aarrevaara and Huang argue in their book that the stronger emphasis on research and the 

dissolution of the teaching-research nexus are part of the “current zeitgeist” of higher education. In their 

view, six developments have transformed the climate in higher education (2022, p. 245[91]): 

1. Targeted expectations on performance and achievements,  

2. Emphasis on the visible economic impact of higher education, 

3. A competitive environment with incentive mechanisms and sanctions, 

4. Vertical diversification between institutions, 

5. Emphasis on the enhancement of research, 

6. A bifurcation of individual work (teaching or research only) and institutions (research-intensive or 

teaching-dominated institutions).  

Examples of these developments can be observed in several OECD higher education systems. In Canada, 

the programme Networks of Centres of Excellence was found to have led to a reduction of teaching 

responsibilities for academic staff in research-intensive institutions. Teaching duties at these institutions 

have been given to staff on teaching-only contracts, often employed on more precarious contracts 

(Stephenson et al., 2022[37]). Another example is the German Excellence Initiative, which caused changes 

in funding, leading to the dissociation of research from teaching on both an organisational and individual 

level (Götze and Schneijderberg, 2022[94]). Changes in funding have also transformed the academic 

workload in Lithuania. After EU accession and greater availability of competitive European funds (notably 

Horizon Europe), academics are now dedicating more time to research (Leišytė et al., 2022[41]).  

The workload distribution for academic staff differs inside systems, with vertical stratification between 

institutions. In most cases, research-intensive institutions generally have a large staff of researchers and 

academics with combined research and teaching roles, while other institutions might have a more dominant 

focus on teaching and engagement roles (OECD, 2020[1]). In Germany, vertical differentiation between 

research-oriented and well-funded institutions and less research-intensive and less well-funded institutions 

is associated with German Excellence Initiative (Götze and Schneijderberg, 2022[94]). Academic staff at 

research-intensive institutions show a greater preference for research, have a greater research workload, 

and more third-party funding. The teaching workload increases in smaller institutions that have a lower 

position in Excellence Initiative rankings (Müller and Schneijderberg, 2020[95]). 

Geo-political competition also contributes to the strong focus on research in funding and policy. First, 

governments are striving to promote innovation and research advancements in critical developments, such 

as developing vaccines, advanced microchips, or artificial intelligence to strengthen their country’s 

competitive advantage. Second, the strategic positioning of national higher education systems in university 

rankings largely based on research outputs is important for international competition in attracting talent 

(Parreira do Amaral, 2022[96]; Leprévost, 2020[97]). 

Global, national, institutional, and individual competition for research outputs has – to varying extents 

across national systems – led to the bifurcation of academics and their responsibilities, into those primarily 

responsible for teaching and those focusing on research. The development of new categories of academic 

staff has allowed institutions to maximise the time high-performing academics can spend on research, 

while labour-intensive teaching tasks of mass and primarily undergraduate courses are covered by 

teaching-only academics (Nyamapfene, 2018[98]; Stephenson et al., 2020[99]). This creates the perception 

that teaching-only academics are second-class academics, as they are not as highly performing in 

research (Macfarlane, 2011[100]). Moreover, they are more frequently exposed to casual contracts that, for 

example, only cover term time (Gill, 2016[101]). Academics in these roles are “finding themselves in 

boundaried careers” (p. 271[102]), with little space to develop traditional academic skills in research, lacking 

promotion scripts and actual pathways to roles with combined responsibilities (Bennett et al., 2017[102]). 

This separation of research and teaching roles can be detrimental to students, as they are less likely to 
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develop interest in research and enthusiasm for highly advanced learning (Hajdarpasic, Brew and 

Popenici, 2013[103]).  

While there is a tendency towards research in workload allocations, research-only positions are not 

necessarily the most sought-after in academia, as academics tend to value balance between teaching and 

research (EC, 2018[104]; Janger and Nowotny, 2013[105]). While there is a preference among academic staff 

for keeping both teaching and research roles, evidence from Slovenia and Croatia suggests that job 

satisfaction depends on the experience of individual academics. Teaching-oriented academics do not mind 

doing extra research work but increasing the teaching load negatively affects the satisfaction of research-

oriented academics (Flander, Rončević and Kočar, 2020[106]). In a cross-country comparison of six 

European systems, academics expressed their interest in the survey as leaning towards research, with a 

majority of academics stating a preference to work primarily in research or in both research and teaching 

but leaning towards research. The strongest preference for research was found in Germany (77%) and 

Sweden (73%). More balanced preferences were found among academics in Estonia (60%), Croatia 

(56%), Portugal (55%) and Lithuania (52%). However, in all examined countries, the majority of academics 

had a preference for both teaching and research. Interest to engage only in research or teaching was not 

strong (Leišytė et al., 2022[41]). While the emphasis on either teaching or research might be changing over 

time, the combination of both remains appreciated (Teichler, Aarrevaara and Huang, 2022[91]). 

Furthermore, evidence from the Netherlands shows that a balanced time allocation between research and 

teaching is associated with higher research productivity (Leišytė, 2016[107]).  

Junior academics in comparison with their more senior colleagues have different teaching and research 

workloads. The most prevalent model in Europe includes higher teaching loads for more junior academics, 

with the reward for career progression being a decreasing teaching load. In very few instances is the 

reward for strong research performance to reduce the research workload and increase teaching, 

highlighting the lack of parity of esteem between the two responsibilities (Eurydice and Crosier, 2019[6]). 

This pattern can be observed in Croatia, Estonia, Portugal, and Sweden, where junior academics spend 

more time teaching. But this largely depends on the career model and types. There are notable exceptions, 

like Germany and Lithuania, where junior academics spend more of their time on research. In Germany, 

many young academics are employed to work on research projects with external funding and have no 

teaching obligations (Leišytė et al., 2022[41]). This reflects the bias in incentives towards research outputs, 

as junior academics need to primarily pursue research activities that will be reflected in their appraisal 

(Civera et al., 2023[108]).  

Differences in time allocation are also observed by gender, with women academics taking on greater 

teaching loads and men spending more time on research (Leišytė et al., 2022[41]; Gibney, 2017[109]). This 

is also reflected in the types and number of requests for new work that women receive. Students and 

colleagues ask women academics for help more often, while men receive fewer requests and thus have 

more time to spend on advancing their research profile (O’Meara et al., 2017[110]). In Spain, a survey found 

that while men and women have a similar amount of teaching in terms of credits awarded by their courses, 

women spent an average of four hours more a week on preparing classes, tutoring, supervision and other 

tasks connected to teaching (Cabero and Epifanio, 2021[111]). 

The evidence on workload regarding service and external engagement is limited, partially due to 

conceptual ambiguity (Smolentseva, 2023[112]). In the survey cited in Table 6, service and externally 

oriented activities are understood as services to patients or clients, unpaid consulting, and public or 

voluntary service (Bentley and Kyvik, 2012[90]). The monitoring of these activities in national systems is 

often focused on commercial activities, which generate variables that are easily quantifiable and 

collectable, such as income (Krčmářová, 2011[113]). In many instances, however, the form of external 

engagement is fluid and not easily measurable, as in the case of academic contributions to policy 

development (Jones, 2023[114]). Externally oriented activities seem to be more widespread in higher 

education in the United States, where entrepreneurial activity is relatively common, while in Europe higher 

education institutions are less engaged in these activities (Compagnucci and Spigarelli, 2020[115]).  
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The greatest level of external engagement in Europe seems to be within the hard sciences, but activities 

differ between systems. The results from a survey on external activities among academics have found that 

in Finland, academics more frequently engage in spin-offs and start-ups, in Slovenia, they often focus on 

volunteer-based activities, in Portugal external engagement includes mainly teaching-related activities, 

and consultancy activities are common in Lithuania (Pekşen et al., 2021[116]). In the social sciences and 

humanities, engagement activities take on different forms, such as people-based, problem-solving, and 

community-based activities. On the whole, academics in the social sciences and humanities are less 

focused on the commercialisation of knowledge, less frequently work with private industry and are more 

focused on building connections with the public and third sector (Bullock and Hughes, 2016[117]). A study 

from Portugal suggests that some academics are hesitant to become involved in commercially oriented 

external activities, as they have negative attitudes towards the commercialisation of knowledge (Sá, Dias 

and Sá, 2017[118]). Another study among German professors has shown the strong influence of the 

discipline community on the types of academic identities academics develop and consequently their 

relationship to the third mission (Püttmann and Thomsen, 2022[119]). While the time dedicated to these 

activities and priority given to engagement is generally low, in the context of the climate crisis, academics 

have a significant role to play in supporting innovation and policy development to facilitate the green 

transition (McCowan, 2020[120]). 

One of the most notable findings from both overviews is long self-reported working hours in the academic 

community. It is widely expected among academics and their employers that academics will work long 

hours and take on additional duties (Melin et al., 2018[42]). The culture of long working hours has been 

exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic, with further additional work at home established as a norm (Horta 

et al., 2022[121]) with little resistance from academics (Sang et al., 2015[122]). Mean weekly working hours 

in many higher education systems included in Table 6 far exceed 40 hours. In seven countries, academics 

work, on average, over 48 hours a week, adding at least an extra workday to their contracted working 

hours (Bentley and Kyvik, 2012[90]). The practice of long working hours can have significant health 

consequences on individuals and is also associated with a reduction in productivity (Wong, Chan and 

Ngan, 2019[123]). Furthermore, excess working hours are rarely compensated and may potentially even 

conflict with basic labour protections. A survey among casual academics in the United Kingdom showed 

that 78% of them regularly work over their contracted hours to do their job properly as their renumeration 

does not reflect the work needed to mark assessments and provide sufficient feedback (UCU, 2019[59]).  

A survey in Spain found that academics work on average 49 hours a week, overtime, which is not 

recognised and would be a violation of national labour law (Cabero and Epifanio, 2021[111]). A survey in 

Norway found that academics work on average 46 hours per week – well above the normal Norwegian 

work week of 37.5 hours. Professors work about 49 hours per week, with international professors even 

reporting working 51 hours a week (Amundsen and Bergstrøm, 2021[124]). In the United Kingdom, a staff 

workload survey reported an increase in working hours since 2016, with academic staff working a weekly 

average of 51.3 hours (in full-time equivalent), with the greatest workload on teaching assistants, who work 

an average of 64.4 FTE hours per week (UCU, 2022[125]). In Canada, there has also been a significant 

increase in working time in the period 2007-17, with academics on average working 45.3 hours per week 

(Nakano, Beaupré-Lavallée and Bégin-Caouette, 2021[126]). In Slovenia, there was a reduction in working 

hours between two surveys in 2013 and 2018, with a drop to about 44 hours per week (Flander, Klemenčič 

and Kočar, 2020[127]). A global survey of postdocs by Nature showed that only 9% of postdocs do not work 

beyond the hours stipulated in their contract, while about 65% work at least an extra six hours a week, 

often working during weekends and days off. The culture of long working hours is widely reported by 

postdocs, with 47% of postdocs agreeing that it is prevalent in their institution (Woolston, 2020[46]).  

Overall, higher education can be characterised by an inadequate work-life balance for academics, with 

serious consequences on diversity and gender equality (Rosa, 2021[128]; Williams, 2022[129]). Some 

analysts argue that the intensification of work and prevalence of long working hours among academics 

intersects with structural developments in higher education, driving increased emphasis on individual and 
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institutional performance and a discourse of efficiency (Sang et al., 2015[122]). Institutions are expected to 

“do more with less”, which is then translated into pressure on academics to carry out their existing work, 

while also performing an increasing number of roles (Kinman and Johnson, 2019[130]). An increase in 

administrative work and new institutional initiatives and projects are often associated with an increase in 

academics’ workload (Williams, 2022[129]). A literature review on the well-being of academics finds that the 

current performance-oriented policy environment and institutional cultures can in some cases trigger 

burnout and high levels of stress (Urbina‐Garcia, 2020[131]). The use of directive performance management 

approaches, with high reliance on individual performance measures and targets has especially been found 

to be associated with negative effects on academics’ well-being (Franco-Santos and Doherty, 2017[132]). 

Overt institutional pressure is associated not only with poor well-being but also to negatively affect the work 

quality of academics (Steenkamp and Roberts, 2018[133]).  

Policy and practice examples 

The most common policy response to the lacking parity of esteem between research and teaching is 

regulations prescribing minimum allocations, and protected time for teaching for certain staff categories 

(Eurydice and Crosier, 2019[6]). In Germany, the workload is based on hours per term, with professors 

having eight course hours (teaching hours per week, with a teaching duration of at least 45 minutes) per 

term and early-career academics usually have four course hours (Müller and Schneijderberg, 2020[95]). In 

Hungary, the allocation is based on average hours for two consecutive semesters. Teaching-related 

activities should occupy from eight to twelve hours, with fewer hours expected of more senior positions. 

Furthermore, professors and lecturers are expected to spend at least 20% of their working time on research 

activities (Hungarian National Assembly, 2016[134]). Polish academics have limits that consider their annual 

class hours instead of broader teaching-related activities. The regulation also provides limits by which the 

load can be increased (Eurydice, 2023[135]). In Spain, the teaching load is determined by the European 

Credit Transfer System (ECTS) credits of courses delivered by the academic over the academic year. 

Teaching duties however can be altered by evaluations of research activity that can allow academics to 

reduce their teaching load from 24 ECTS to 16 ECTS (Eurydice, 2023[136]). These different models limit 

how flexibly institutions and academics can manage their workload, while in some systems, the teaching 

workload is based on a per term basis, in others, it is possible to distribute the teaching throughout a year. 

Some systems have only minimal requirements, while others indicate the usual workload or, as in the case 

of Poland, even limit the teaching load. Only in Hungary do regulations also stipulate expectations 

regarding research. There is limited coverage of administrative or service activities in the examined system 

regulations.  

The findings from Portugal suggest that centrally imposed uniform weekly teaching requirements restrict 

academics in developing their careers, and especially in dedicating longer periods to research. As the law 

regulates the weekly teaching load, it prevents academics from managing their time and varying their 

teaching load over a year or for a longer period (OECD, 2019[137]).  

Following the post-2008 downturn in Ireland, the Irish government needed to make cuts in public 

expenditure and, as part of the Croke Park Agreement with public sector unions, the government 

introduced measures to increase efficiency in the public sector. As a consequence, in 2010 universities 

and other higher education institutions adopted workload management practices. Workload planning is 

largely delegated to institutions that set their priorities, delegating the planning and assessment of needs 

to the academic units to develop workload plans for academics. As the workload models were developed 

by institutions, their integration and development vary. Some models are aligned with performance 

management and cover all three academic activities – research, teaching, and service, while many still 

lack a comprehensive nature and integration with other processes. This greatly limits their transparency 

and comparability across institutions, although there are attempts to benchmark the models, centralise 

certain data collections and work with institutions to align their models (HEA, 2014[138]).   
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This section focuses on academic performance appraisal models that determine rewards and career 

advancement. For consistency, this report uses the term “appraisal” to refer to activities designed to assess 

the performance of academic staff members, as distinct from the term “evaluation”, which is often used to 

refer to the assessment of institutions, systems, policy and programmes and “assessment”, which is used 

in relation to students. Discussion of performance appraisal models became prominent in recent years with 

a widely-shared concern about the dominance of research-oriented, quantitative indicators, such as the 

Journal Impact Factor (JIF) in determining career advancement and research funding decisions (Saenen 

et al., 2019[139]; McKiernan et al., 2019[140]). Initially, these concerns led to the preparation and adoption of 

the San Francisco Declaration on Research Assessment (DORA) and the Leiden Manifesto for Research 

Metrics. This inspired an EU initiative, the Coalition for Advancing Research Assessment (CoARA), 

founded in December 2022 (CoARA, 2022[141]). The scope of discussions has been broadening and now 

also encompasses concerns about how academic appraisal models consider other academic 

responsibilities (teaching, engagement, service, etc.). There is an increasingly shared understanding 

among key stakeholders that the current processes of academic performance appraisal should be revisited 

(Saenen et al., 2021[142]).  

In the context of career advancement, there are two basic models in higher education: competition and 

promotion. In the competition model, when a position becomes vacant at a certain rank, it is made available 

to all internal or external applicants. In contrast, in the promotion model, which may take the form of a 

tenure track, the person advances to the next category after meeting certain criteria and performance 

appraisal. Systems may use elements of both models (OECD, 2020[1]). In Europe, the competition model 

is the most prevalent. There are, however, some exceptions, including France and Spain, which have 

competitive early selection in the form of national examinations or accreditation and subsequent promotion 

through ranks (Arnhold et al., 2017[5]; Sanz-Menéndez and Cruz-Castro, 2018[143]; Eurydice and Crosier, 

2019[6]).  

Indicators and data availability 

The OECD Higher Education Policy Survey (HEPS) from 2020 provides the most comprehensive 

international collection of recent information about staff recruitment, appraisal, and reward policies. 

As shown in Table 7, the 2020 HEPS results confirm that a majority of OECD higher education systems 

used a competitive model, with regulations requiring vacant and new positions to be opened to external 

candidates. Apart from in Chile, in all systems, even if internal candidates have priority, vacant positions 

are also publicised externally. Performance in research is used in academic staff appraisal in 19 systems, 

while teaching is recognised in 18 systems. This suggests a relative parity of esteem for teaching and 

research in formal appraisal regulations. However, the policy survey did not cover the exact performance 

indicators used for academic staff appraisal and it is not possible to assess whether performance in the 

two responsibilities is valued equally.   

3 Performance appraisal 
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Table 7. Existing regulation on staff recruitment and appraisal in OECD jurisdictions (2020) 

 Recruitment of academic staff regulations Staff appraisal performance regulations 

 Individuals already 

employed by an institution 

should have priority in 
applying for vacant or 
new academic positions  

All vacant or new 

academic 

positions must be 
opened to external 
candidates  

Performance 

in teaching 

Performance 

in research 

Performance in 

civic, commercial, 
regional or social 

engagement 

Austria  o o o o 

Belgium (Flemish Community)  o    

Belgium (French Community) o o o o o 

Canada o o o o o o o o o o 

Chile (1) o  o o o 

Czechia  o    

Denmark (2)  o    

Estonia  o    

Finland (3)   o o o 

France  o o o  

Hungary  o o o o o  

Ireland      

Israel  o o o  

Italy o o o o o o o 

Japan (4)   o o o 

Lithuania  o  o o  

Luxembourg  o o o  

Netherlands (5) o o o o o o o   

New Zealand (6)    o  

Norway  o o o o o  

Poland  o o o  

Portugal  o o o o o o o 

Slovak Republic  o o o  

Slovenia  o o o o o  

Sweden  o    

Switzerland  o o o o 

Türkiye   o o o o o 

England, United Kingdom (7)      

Note: Adapted from Golden, G., L. Troy and T. Weko (2021[32]), How are higher education systems in OECD countries resourced? Evidence 

from an OECD Policy Survey, https://doi.org/10.1787/0ac1fbad-en. 

o Specified in legal rules or government regulations  

o Specified in sector agreements  

o Specified in programme approval, quality assurance or accreditation rules 

1. In Chile, the priority given to individuals already employed by an institution in applying for vacant or new academic positions in the same 

institution applies only to public institutions. 

2. In Denmark, the rector may decide to offer a candidate a position at the professor or associate professor level without advertising the 

position if there is a particularly well-qualified candidate for the position. 

3. In Finland, if in principle all vacant or new academic positions must be opened to external candidates, positions can on rare occasions be 

filled by invitation when a candidate is appointed to the position for a fixed period. 

4. Japan’s responses exclude professional graduate schools, professional and vocational universities, professional and vocational junior 

colleges, colleges of technology and post-secondary course of specialised training colleges. 

5. In the Netherlands, all vacant positions must be opened to external candidates, however, it is possible to first open to internal candidates 

only, and then do a second round for external candidates. 

6. In New Zealand, quality assurance rules require institutions to demonstrate that they have suitable capability to meet quality standards but 

rules are not prescriptive about how institutions achieve this. 

7. In England (United Kingdom), there are no specific employment regulations concerning the higher education sector. 

https://doi.org/10.1787/0ac1fbad-en
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Performance in civic, commercial, regional, or social engagement activities is reported to be considered in 

appraisal systems in 10 of the 28 jurisdictions that participated in HEPS. Regulation of appraisal is often 

based on quality assurance and accreditation rules (13 jurisdictions in both research and teaching), 

followed by legal rules and government regulations (9 in teaching and 11 in research). Sector agreements 

influence the areas of performance included in the appraisal in Canada, Finland, Israel, Italy, Japan, and 

the Netherlands. 

On the national level, countries collect some data on recruitment – mostly for permanent and senior 

positions. In Switzerland, for example, there are statistics on the number of people appointed to 

professorial positions, looking at whether they have come from within the institution or were external 

applicants (FSO, 2022[144]). In the Slovak Republic, the annual report on the state of higher education 

includes the number of selection processes for academic positions, together with the number of applicants 

and the share of re-appointments (Slovak Ministry of Education, 2023[145]). In Ireland, institutional staff 

profiles provide data on staff by sex and gender and include data about the number of applicants and 

appointments (HEA, 2021[26]).  

Research and evidence on the topic 

The overview of existing policies in OECD higher education systems shows the diversity of approaches to 

embedding performance, staff appraisal and rewards into higher education systems. The HEPS found that 

academic staff performance appraisal is regulated at the system level in 18 jurisdictions, mostly through 

legislation governing employment in the public sector in general or in separate regulations covering only 

academic staff. In seven systems, issues of performance are addressed in collective agreements at the 

system level. Merit-based rewards in various forms are covered by regulation in 11 jurisdictions, while in 

14 systems, the regulation also deals with poor-performance sanctions. In some contexts, institutions and 

their associations are responsible for these human resource policies within academia. In others, the 

policies emerge from collective bargaining and agreements, while in a slight majority of the systems 

covered by the 2020 HEPS, legislation, government regulation, and quality assurance processes cover 

these topics (Golden, Troy and Weko, 2021[32]).  

The evidence suggests that academic career appraisal is “biased towards research merits” (Arnhold et al., 

2017, p. 90[5]; EC, EACEA and Eurydice, 2018[146]), further building on the findings in sections 1 and 2 

about the generally greater prestige associated with research compared to teaching, and the importance 

of a strong research record for accessing more secure academic positions. This bias can be reflected in a 

culture of “publish or perish”, whereby career advancement, attracting research funding and gaining status 

are only possible with sufficient publication records (Moosa, 2018[147]). This culture is especially strong in 

English-speaking higher education systems, but is also prevalent across Western Europe, with its features 

spreading globally (van Dalen and Henkens, 2012[148]; Bello, Azubuike and Akande, 2023[149]). Closely 

connected with individual publication records is the ability to attract research funding through successful 

bids for competitive research funding (Kwiek and Antonowicz, 2014[44]; Melin et al., 2018[42]). In some 

systems (such as the United States) the bias towards research is more pronounced in the salaries of 

academics, which reflect research hours and research productivity (Kwiek, 2019[13]). Academic salaries in 

Europe are not as responsive to research performance as in North America, as they rather follow defined 

and fixed salary systems, often with direct state involvement. This means that research performance 

differences are usually not directly reflected in the salaries of academics, but they do show in individuals’ 

rank and status (Cadez, Dimovski and Zaman Groff, 2015[150]; Sandnes, 2018[151]).  

An over-emphasis on research performance in career appraisal can have negative consequences (OECD, 

2020[1]). The evidence about consequences on the quality of education is mixed. There is a concern that 

the time, attention and resources dedicated to research activities compete with teaching activities 

(Berbegal-Mirabent, Mas-Machuca and Marimon, 2016[152]; Bello, Azubuike and Akande, 2023[149]; Bak 
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and Kim, 2015[153]). However, findings from the United Kingdom suggest that research productivity is not 

related to teaching quality and impactful research is positive for teaching quality (Cadez, Dimovski and 

Zaman Groff, 2015[150]). It is unclear how and whether these links work in settings in which research and 

teaching roles within institutions are separated. Regarding impact on research, concerns exist that the 

emphasis placed on research productivity has shifted academic culture from a focus on quality to a focus 

on quantity of research outputs (Simula and Scott, 2020[154]). While scientific production is increasing, a 

very high proportion of publications are barely cited, and dubious research practices may be used by 

academics in the pursuit of meeting research performance goals (Rawat and Meena, 2014[155]). Evidence 

from the United Kingdom shows that publications spike right before the Research Excellence Framework 

assessment, but articles published closer to the deadline receive fewer citations, are in lower-impact 

journals and are more frequently retracted, suggesting possible negative impacts of performance metrics 

on quality (Groen-Xu et al., 2023[156]). Studies of academic discourse have also noticed a shift towards an 

“attention economy”, which has also altered the publishing landscape, and wherein success is not only 

about research quality but also visibility (Hyland, 2023[157]).  

The strong orientation towards research is not universal, but rather concentrated among the most 

research-intensive institutions that compete for a significant share of national and international research 

funding, for higher positions in global university rankings and to attract top researchers and students. 

Institutions and staff working in such institutions are drawn to invest heavily in research, which is then 

reflected in career appraisal (Kwiek, 2019[13]). Higher education institutions are therefore nudged to 

enhance their research performance to gain global recognition and prestige through global university 

rankings, which rely heavily or almost exclusively on research metrics (Marginson, 2013[158]). Furthermore 

institutions are incentivised to focus on research to generate income. This can come in the form of 

competitive research funding or through core institutional funding in systems that use research metrics in 

output and outcome-related funding models. While student enrolment is the most widely used metric in 

institutional funding models in OECD higher education systems, 16 systems use research income as a 

metric in the funding allocation formulas, 13 use the number of publications and 12 the number of doctoral 

degrees awarded (Golden, Troy and Weko, 2021[32]). 

In many higher education systems teaching performance is regularly evaluated but it has a limited impact 

on academic careers (Gaebel, Zhang and Iucu, 2020[159]; Flander, Rončević and Kočar, 2020[106]). The 

limited recognition of teaching performance is hindered by a lack of shared criteria to capture teaching 

quality, the inherent difficulty of measuring teaching quality and a lack of suitable evaluation instruments 

(EUA, 2019[92]). An institutional survey by the European University Association (EUA) found that teaching 

performance is considered in career appraisal in 87% of participating institutions, but only at 39% fully. 

The same survey found that in making academic appointments European institutions consider teaching 

experience (50-52%) and evaluations of teaching performance (46-48%). Participation in teaching 

enhancement is reported to be a requirement for 30% of higher education institutions in the case of 

professorial appointments and 35% in the case of lecturers or associate professors. Large differences 

nevertheless exist in how these criteria are interpreted and used (Gaebel et al., 2018[160]). In the 

United Kingdom, about 20% of academics are promoted through the teaching route. While this share is 

increasing, it is significantly smaller than the promotions through the research path (NCUP, 2023[161]). In 

Sweden, a study looking at the promotion files found that the primary factor considered was the quantity 

of teaching experience and doctoral supervision, with little attention given to any indicators of pedagogical 

quality (Levander, 2020[162]; Levander, Forsberg and Elmgren, 2019[163]). While research activity indicators 

at the institutional level are aggregations of work that can be associated with individual academics 

(e.g. publications, citations, patents), teaching-related metrics (e.g. degree completion, graduate 

employability, and earnings) are not easily attributable to individual academics. This hinders the translation 

of teaching-related institutional performance indicators to academic career appraisal.  

The same institutional survey by EUA has found that 98% of higher education institutions use student 

feedback surveys as their primary tool to assess teaching. Other means for evaluating quality teaching in 



No. 91 – The state of academic careers in OECD countries – an evidence review   34 

 OECD EDUCATION POLICY PERSPECTIVES © OECD 2024   
  

European institutions include self-evaluations (65%), student progression rate (58%), and peer 

assessment (57%) (Gaebel et al., 2018[160]). A review of academic literature has found similar patterns, 

with student feedback identified as the most frequently used means of evaluating the quality of teaching, 

followed by self-assessment, peer review and teaching portfolios (Harrison et al., 2020[164]). Collecting 

student feedback is beneficial to gain a better understanding of the student experience and can be used 

for the evaluation of the broader teaching-learning environment (LERU, 2021[165]). However, available 

evidence suggests that there is a rather weak link between student feedback surveys and enhancement 

of teaching quality, as feedback is not sufficiently reflected in professional learning (Teelken, 2018[166]; Hein 

et al., 2021[167]; Harrison et al., 2020[164]). The widespread use of student feedback for appraisal of 

individual academics raises serious concerns. Large-scale studies have shown minimal correlation 

between student satisfaction ratings and learning outcomes (Uttl, White and Gonzalez, 2017[168]). Student 

feedback has been documented to include biases towards individual teachers (Mitchell and Martin, 

2018[169]) and at times can even include abusive comments (Heffernan and Harpur, 2023[170]). Collecting 

student feedback can play an important role but is better suited to be used as a formative assessment of 

academics, to improve their practice rather than make decisions about their career. The most promising 

tool for appraisal of teaching academics may be portfolios that incorporate various elements of different 

approaches, feedback from students, self-reflection, and observations from peers, with a good balance 

between evidence-based and context-relevant inputs (Harrison et al., 2020[164]). 

Efforts to raise the prominence of teaching in policy and appraisal systems have had mixed outcomes. 

While almost every country has a substantive policy on research, teaching is not as present in system-

level policy. In a survey of European systems, only five (Austria, Ireland, Norway, Spain, and the 

Netherlands) were found to have a standalone national strategy for Teaching and Learning (T&L). National 

measures have been found to raise awareness of the importance of teaching and provide justification for 

institutional change, but funding beyond core funding for teaching to support these initiatives is crucial 

(Gaebel et al., 2018[160]). National teaching prizes existed in more than half of the 28 European systems 

surveyed in 2018, but their recognition and visibility were minimal compared to the prizes and other rewards 

linked to research (Bunescu and Gaebel, 2018[171]). Due to their smaller size, teaching prizes are not seen 

as being as divisive as research awards, but questions exist as to whether awards can help to promote 

good practices in the absence institutional structures to support improvement of teaching and learning. A 

great concern from interviews with academics was that receiving teaching awards often leads to an 

increased workload, as winners are asked to share their practices and mentor their colleagues, without 

any career progression. The authors of a 2019 study also suggest introducing awards for whole teaching 

teams to promote collaboration (Seppala and Smith, 2019[172]). Teaching is not as recognised in policy and 

rewards as research to provide sufficient incentives for institutions to reflect teaching excellence in 

academic career appraisal.  

While there is progress, and more teaching awards are being introduced, the recognition of teaching as an 

academic activity will be only raised if awards are taken into account in career appraisal, promotion and 

tenure (Chalmers, 2011[173]). For the past three decades, New Zealand has been employing a 

performance-led approach to enhancing teaching. A study drawing on interviews with a few staff members 

suggests the policy had unintended consequences. Institutions and academics used creative compliance 

to meet the objectives, rather than to pursue pedagogical innovation (Narayan, 2019[174]). Experience from 

Europe also suggests that the spread of regulations trying to enhance teaching often leads academics to 

pursue compliance with an external concept of teaching that might not align with their experiences and 

meet the needs of the students (Bahia et al., 2017[175]). The development of the Teaching Excellence 

Framework in the United Kingdom has been accompanied by many similar concerns around institutions 

and academics focusing on specific indicators that can only partially capture teaching quality (Gunn, 2018, 

p. 142[176]). 

For various reasons, service, engagement and third mission activities are only marginally recognised in 

career appraisal. The first challenge is that external engagement takes many forms, making it difficult to 
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compare. Second, many activities have intangible outcomes that are not easily measurable, quantifiable, 

and documentable (Jessani et al., 2020[177]). Third, external activities are not seen as being of equal 

importance to the core academic tasks of research and teaching, which are perceived to be more valued 

in academic careers (Pfeifer, 2016[178]). Fourth, the motivation to engage with external stakeholders or 

community may be less about incentives and more about academics’ intrinsic motivation to contribute to 

the betterment of society (Atta-Owusu and Fitjar, 2021[179]). Overall, institutions rarely incentivise their staff 

to collect data about their activities besides research and teaching or to be actively involved in them 

(Compagnucci and Spigarelli, 2020[115]).  

The evidence so far has focused on different performance indicators and their role in career advancement. 

However, other factors besides performance may boost or hinder career progression. At the outset of an 

academic career, senior academics and research funding bodies play a substantial role in deciding which 

projects are funded and how much space young academics have to start building their research record 

(Kwiek and Antonowicz, 2014[44]). A “Matthew effect” has been observed in research funding, whereby 

those who secure funding early in their career are more likely to be successful in subsequent funding bids 

than their peers who were just below the threshold in the evaluation of the early proposals (Bol, de Vaan 

and van de Rijt, 2018[180]). While policy often supposes that excellence, whether in research or teaching is 

within reach for every academic, there are great disparities between institutions and the resources and 

infrastructure available to the academics (Bahia et al., 2017[175]). A study from Italy shows that a strong 

determinant of career progression is the association of junior academics with senior academics that are 

part of selection committees (Abramo, D’Angelo and Rosati, 2015[181]). Similar concerns were also raised 

in Poland, where academic promotions are controlled by a small group of senior academics, who are 

repeatedly part of promotion panels (Koza et al., 2023[182]).  

Adopting more multi-dimensional academic career appraisal systems is hindered by a lack of quantifiable 

and consistent indicators for teaching and external engagement. While research metrics are continuously 

being perfected, other tools used for staff appraisal, like peer feedback, are under-developed in 

comparison with other professions (OECD, 2020[1]). Even within research, the sole use of bibliometrics is 

widespread. Despite the evidence about the limitations of the Journal Impact Factor, it has become one of 

the most frequently used measures of the quality of research outputs. In Northern America, the use of this 

criterion is especially widespread in research-intensive universities (McKiernan et al., 2019[140]), while a 

survey by the EUA found that it is also the most widespread metric used in European institutions, with 

about three-quarters of responding institutions using it (Saenen et al., 2019[139]). The prevalence of 

quantitative indicators is evident in a recent case study from Croatia and Slovenia, cited earlier, where 

academics collect points, based on their publication record and teaching outputs that are translated into 

points required for promotion (Flander, Rončević and Kočar, 2020[106]). There is recognition in Europe and 

internationally that current academic appraisal models are too narrow in terms of the dimensions they 

cover and their focus on quantifiable outputs (Saenen et al., 2021[142]). 

Existing systems of academic career appraisal are often pre-occupied with the ideal of impartial merit. The 

concept of unbiased knowledge and information, which can fairly capture individual merits and thus 

rewards, is particularly prevalent in academia (Oravec, 2017[183]). This has helped to drive the widespread 

use of standardised performance indicators to compare and rank individual staff members (Kallio, Kallio 

and Grossi, 2017[184]). Such performance systems may incentivise individuals to meet goals rather than 

pursue creativity and innovation (Ter Bogt and Scapens, 2012[185]), and  there is widespread concern about 

academics gaming the indicators, either because of pragmatism or desperation (Ashwin, 2020[186]; Oravec, 

2017[183]; Teelken, 2018[166]). The use of performance metrics in career progression at a time  when few 

permanent positions are available has promoted a competitive environment, undermining the notions of 

collegiality and collaboration in academia (Spence, 2018[187]). The academic discourse benefits from 

competition around knowledge development and research but the widespread deployment of performance 

indicators risks diverting attention to the metrics themselves, rather than academic content (Söderlind, 

2020[188]). Metrics and the pursuit of impartial merit have also hindered the implementation of policies 
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addressing diversity concerns, as particular groups of academics have been disadvantaged, a topic which 

will be further explored in section 6.  

Policy and practice examples 

The complexity of developing and implementing multi-dimensional and comprehensive academic appraisal 

is a major barrier to the adoption of these models. As such, many examples below show the involvement 

of representative bodies, institutional alliances, trades unions, and sometimes even public authorities, 

coming together to maximise their capacity (Saenen et al., 2021[142]).  

The World Bank has provided targeted advice on the reform of the academic career model in Latvia, 

drawing on international practice relevant to reforming the Latvian academic careers system. A key 

takeaway from the international practice is the difficulty of implementing such reforms, as the incentive 

structures and the legislative environment are highly complex, especially in Europe. Regulating types of 

senior academics and basic models of remuneration can be done at the system level, but it is preferrable 

to delegate more detailed questions and responsibilities to higher education institutions. Trade unions have 

been found to play an important role in some systems. Career appraisal should be defined to include a 

wide range of academic activities (teaching, research and development, and service) and functions, 

including leadership, reflecting institutional priorities (Arnhold et al., 2017[5]) 

In the past decade, higher education institutions in Ireland have introduced workload management tools 

that reflect various university missions (more policy examples in section 2). The focus on three functions 

(research and scholarship, teaching, and contribution to institution/discipline/society) has been also 

adopted in appraisals, rewards, and career advancement. Trinity College Dublin has a process of Merit 

Bar Review, whereby academics progress through the salary scale within their staff category based on 

their performance until they reach the bar and become eligible for promotion, pending review by a 

committee (TCD, 2019[189]). The criteria used for promotion include all three functions, with different 

weights. For more junior positions, research can account for 40% and the other two functions for 30%, 

while for senior academics, research is more heavily weighted, accounting for 60% (Kwiek and 

Antonowicz, 2014[44]). While there is limited state regulation in this area in Ireland, many institutions have 

adopted similar procedures.  

The League of European Research Universities (LERU) has recently published a position paper 

combining practices from their member institutions and outlining key principles for multi-dimensional 

academic careers frameworks. The focus is on three key contributions by academics: 1) research (not only 

outputs but contribution to the scientific community); 2) education, including development of teaching and 

learning materials, tools and curricula, and educational engagements outside institutions; and 3) service 

to society and duties and responsibilities taken on within institutions and collaborations. LERU argues that 

these contributions should be further interpreted from developmental and contextual perspectives. The 

developmental perspective attempts to consider not only past outputs, but also how individuals are growing 

in terms of leadership, innovation and collaboration. The focus on these should incentivise academics to 

invest in teamwork, learn how to take risks that can lead to innovation and be able to manage and lead 

others. The second perspective is professional and personal contexts that can alter contributions. This 

presents a departure from the universalistic understanding of performance, which sees performance as 

something measurable and absolute that can be detached from circumstances. The aim is not to eliminate 

measures of performance but to set them in context. The example offered in the position paper is from KU 

Leuven (Belgium), where in some tenure track appointments, an agreement is signed between the staff 

member and the institution, highlighting individual expectations of the appointed academic but also their 

expectations regarding resources and support from their institution. This contextualises the performance 

expectations, as they are individualised but also conditional upon the institution creating a suitable 

environment for performance (Overlaet, 2022[190]).   
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In the Netherlands, a largely bottom-up initiative has led to the creation of a national consortium 

representing key public knowledge institutions and research funders that have the common ambition to 

reform their recognition and rewards systems. This emerged as a consequence of four agendas: new 

teaching career tracks, open science, the Science in Transition movement, and widespread concerns 

about work pressure (Saenen et al., 2021[142]). In November 2019, Universities Netherlands (VSNU), The 

Netherlands Federation of University Medical Centres (NFU), the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and 

Sciences (KNAW), the Dutch Research Council (NWO), and The Netherlands Organisation for Health 

Research and Development (ZonMw) published a position paper, Room for everyone’s talent: towards a 

new balance in the recognition and rewards of academics. The paper presents five key principles for a 

new model of recognition and rewards: 1) the diversification of career paths, while promoting excellence 

in key areas: education, research, impact, leadership, and in some cases also patient care; 2) greater 

recognition for teamwork, while acknowledging individual qualities and contributions; 3) move from 

quantitative towards qualitative results; 4) encouraging open science; 5) emphasis on academic leadership 

(VSNU et al., 2019[191]). The implementation process is largely decentralised, with every institution 

changing its processes. The consortium created Strategy Evaluation Protocol in 2020 that will be used to 

evaluate institutional progress in implementation (Saenen et al., 2021[142]). 

The position papers of LERU and the change in the Netherlands come together at the University of 

Utrecht, which in 2021 started implementing TRIPLE, its new recognition and rewards model. The model 

has six components: team spirit, research, impact, professional performance, leadership, and education. 

Three of the components (research, professional performance, and education) are output oriented. 

Professional performance includes discipline-specific activities, such as patient care. This is 

complemented by impact, which explores these outputs through narrative contributions. Leadership relates 

to roles and responsibilities within institutions, whether in administrative roles or as guidance for doctoral 

students and junior academics. The vision for the new recognition and rewards structure also emphasises 

the importance of a collective approach and teamwork, stimulating diversification of profiles, and 

recognising quality over quantity (Utrecht University, 2021[192]).  

At the University of Maastricht (UM), the approach was also motivated by change in the Netherlands and 

activities within the Young European Research Universities Network (YERUN) that similarly to LERU has 

expressed interest in reforming the academic career model (da Costa Pinto, Gómez Recio and Colella, 

2022[193]). At UM, the focus is on four core values: academic citizenship, team performance, personal and 

professional leadership, and impact and open science. The exact assessment components differ between 

various positions, with different emphasis put either on teaching, research or a combination of both. Those 

in positions with combined responsibilities make a choice in further selecting components and activities in 

education, research, leadership, societal impact and patient care for a period of 3 to 5 years. The selection 

serves both for assessment and development during that timeframe and to closely align work with 

institutional needs and priorities. The implementation started in autumn 2022, with academics discussing 

their individual profiles using the UM Career Compass to facilitate the discussion (UM, 2023[194]). 

In Sweden, higher education institutions have introduced teaching merit models, with about half of 

institutions now using them and thus creating new paths for promotion and rewards in terms of salary 

increases. Academics develop their teaching portfolio which is reviewed by an external panel (Winka and 

Ryegård, 2021[195]). The focus is on providing evidence of learning results, examples of using pedagogical 

and disciplinary content knowledge in practice, participating and leading professional development. An 

important element of their approach has been to promote a strong connection between teaching and 

research, together with community engagement. The direction in Sweden is not to unbundle these 

responsibilities, but rather to recognise that academics can benefit from their complementarity. Many 

teachers with high performance are also the leading researchers and are in leadership positions within 

their institutions (Olsson et al., 2018[196]). The evidence shows that universities that have implemented 

these models have seen more positive feedback from students (Zhang, 2022[197]).  



No. 91 – The state of academic careers in OECD countries – an evidence review   38 

 OECD EDUCATION POLICY PERSPECTIVES © OECD 2024   
  

Significant work on promoting the recognition of teaching and learning in higher education was done by 

Advancing Teaching, a global initiative supported by the Royal Academy of Engineering, which has 

developed the Career Framework for University Teaching. The framework proposes possible methods 

to evaluate teaching performance in a standardised and evidence-based way. The criteria are to be 

evaluated through four forms of evidence: 1) self-assessment; 2) records of professional activity; 

3) measures of student learning; and 4) peer review (Graham, 2018[198]). The framework proposes four 

levels of criteria: 

• Level 1: Effective teacher has a reflective and professional attitude, capable of designing, 

delivering, and assessing effective courses. 

• Level 2: Skilled and collegial teacher has skills to support and engage students, promoting a 

collegial and collaborative environment. 

• Level 3a: Institutional leader that impacts teaching and learning across the institution. 

• Level 3b: Scholarly teacher who contributes to pedagogical knowledge. 

• Level 4: National or global leader in teaching, with influence beyond own institution.  

In Norway, a discussion of multi-dimensional approaches to recognition and rewards in academic careers 

started with a white paper in 2017. The Norwegian Ministry of Education outlined expectations for higher 

education institutions to develop systems which reward quality teaching and emphasise pedagogical 

competence in promotion. This is to be done through the use of pedagogical merit systems and systematic 

documentation (Ministry of Education, 2017[199]; Frølich et al., 2018[200]). This was combined with national 

actions on open science and broader international discussions about research metrics, leading to the 

establishment of a working group within Universities Norway (UHR) that built the new career appraisal 

framework. Already then, the appraisal included more holistic approaches, such as narrative self-

evaluation and there was a move away from publication metrics, but with differences between universities 

and academic fields (Saenen et al., 2021[142]). The new national framework, published in 2021, provides a 

toolbox for institutions to implement suitable tools for their appraisals and promotions. As in the 

Netherlands, the implementation is happening on the institutional level, but with significant central support, 

such as developing a national register and building on data that is already collected. The toolbox presented 

in Table 8, provides examples of outputs, how to document them and what reflection is appropriate for 

each area of competence (UHR, 2021[201]). 

Table 8. Norwegian career assessment matrix 

Area of 

competence 
Results and competencies (examples) Documentation Reflection 

A. Research 

Outputs 
- Published works 

- Datasets 

- Software 

- Methodologies 

- Artistic results 

- Research reports  

CRIS systems 

(e.g. Cristin) and other 
databases. 

Reflection on the relevance and 

quality of the results. Emphasis is 
placed on open access to published 

works and other results, as well as 
whether the data adhere to the FAIR 
principles.  

B. Research 

process 
- Leadership and participation in research groups 

- Working across disciplines 

- Research integrity/RRI 

- Editorial activity 

- Peer reviews 

- Building consortia 

- External funding 

- Development of research infrastructure - 
leadership and participation in clinical trials 

CRIS systems and other 

databases. Narrative CV 

system with links to 
source data. 

Reflection on roles and relevance. 

How and why various actors within 

and outside academia have been 
involved in the research process. 
Emphasis is placed on transparency in 

the research process. 

C. Pedagogical 

competence 

- Planning, execution, evaluation and development 

of lectures and supervision of students 

CV system with links to 

source data. Institutional 

Reflection on formal and informal 

competence and experience. 
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Area of 

competence 
Results and competencies (examples) Documentation Reflection 

- Participation in the development of educational 

standards in academic communities 

- Mentoring 

- Devising and sharing learning materials 

registration of lecturing 

activity. Pedagogical 
portfolio. 

Emphasis is placed on open education 

and the sharing of educational 
resources. 

D. Impact and 

Innovation 

- Innovation 

- Entrepreneurship and commercialisation 

- Social innovation 

- Innovation in the public sector 

- Citizen science 

- Textbooks 

- Publishing activity 

- Research reports and studies 

-Application of research in public administration 
and industry 

CRIS systems and other 

databases. Altmetrics. 
Narratives and impact 
stories. Patents and 

licenses. 

Reflection on the relevance and 

effects of activities for society, as well 
as external contributions to research. 
Sharing of research and educational 

results with the general public and 
others. 

E. Leadership - Institutional and departmental leadership 

- Leadership in academic networks and projects 

- Leadership outside academia 

- Leadership in panels and other committee work 

CV system with links to 

source data, CRIS 

systems and other 
databases, narratives. 

Formal and informal leadership, 

reflection on roles, processes and 

effects. Contribution to strategies and 
policy development in relation to open 
science. 

F. Other 

experience 

- Experience and competence from sectors outside 

academia. 

- Courses and discipline-related development work 

CV system with links to 

source data. 

Reflection on how these experiences 

contribute to the competence in 
general. 

Note: Adapted from UHR (2021[201]), NOR-CAM-A toolbox for recognition and rewards in academic careers, https://www.uhr.no/en/news-from-

uhr/nor-cam-a-toolbox-for-recognition-and-rewards-in-academic-careers.5780.aspx (accessed on 1 March 2023). 

 

  

https://www.uhr.no/en/news-from-uhr/nor-cam-a-toolbox-for-recognition-and-rewards-in-academic-careers.5780.aspx
https://www.uhr.no/en/news-from-uhr/nor-cam-a-toolbox-for-recognition-and-rewards-in-academic-careers.5780.aspx
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The term professional learning (PL) encompasses not only formal professional development, but also 

formal or non-formal learning in the form of one-off interactions or more prolonged, continuous, and linked 

activities. This section will examine professional learning in which academics are engaged in the context 

of PhD training, formal qualifications, continuing PL and sabbaticals. The major focus is on teaching skills, 

where the most evidence is available, but the section will also specifically reference professional learning 

needed to facilitate the digital and green transition.  

It is possible to distinguish multiple approaches to managing professional learning in higher education. 

First approach is self-management, where academics are individually responsible for enhancing their skills 

and knowledge, seeking opportunities to learn, and deciding what learning might be required for career 

advancement. A second approach is team management, whether in a research group or other team of 

people within one field or one administrative unit. The basic principle is that PL takes place through 

mentorship, employee-to-employee training, or informal apprenticeship-like relationships, which take 

advantage of the fact that teams have a mixture of more senior and junior academics, with various 

administrative and managerial roles (Melin et al., 2018[42]). A third approach is centralised management, 

in which PL is institutionalised inside a higher education institution, or even on a regional or national level. 

This might take the form of teaching and learning centres, formal qualifications, and national associations 

for teaching and learning.  

Professional learning can also be distinguished based on form. Learning about practice is a knowledge-

based approach to providing academics with theoretical information about a topic or practice. Learning 

through practice is more focused on helping academics to become better practitioners by providing them 

with an opportunity to practice in relevant contexts, with guidance provided (Saroyan, 2022[202]). These 

forms of professional learning are relevant for both teaching and research activities.  

Indicators and data availability 

Internationally, data on professional learning undertaken by primary or secondary-level teachers are 

regularly collected, but there are no systematic international data collections on the professional learning 

of academic staff. On a national or system level, anonymised administrative data are often collected on 

the highest degree obtained by individual academics (this is the case, for example, in Canada, Portugal, 

Slovak Republic or the United Kingdom). While doctoral and postdoctoral programmes and career 

development practices vary, they tend to focus on developing research competencies, with limited focus 

on developing teaching skills (Sharmini and Spronken-Smith, 2019[203]). Adoption of formal teaching 

qualifications for higher education staff is becoming more common, but such qualifications are not yet 

internationally recognised or comparable.  

Norway has included questions about teaching qualifications and professional learning in their national 

“Teachers’ Survey”, last conducted in 2021. About 55% of academics reported they completed a basic 

course on teaching in higher education, 23% reported engaging in practical pedagogical training, and 16% 

reported another form of pedagogical training. Approximately 16% of academics had no formal qualification 

for teaching – a lower share than the 27% reported in the previous survey conducted in 2017. The share 

4 Professional learning 
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of academics without formal teaching qualifications was much greater among academics in temporary 

positions (Amundsen, Karlsen and Lid, 2021[204]). 

In the Netherlands, data are collected on academics with the University Teaching Qualification (UTQ). As 

seen in Figure 6, in total, 60% of academics in Dutch universities have the UTQ. The share is around 78% 

of those on permanent contracts, but only 21% among academics with temporary contracts. The UTQ was 

established in 2008 through an agreement between universities, and in 2011 only 23% of permanent 

academics had obtained it (de Groot and Kouwenaar, 2018[205]). By 2016, the UTQ had already become 

the norm, with most academics holding it. Between 2016 and 2021 there was further progress, especially 

among academics in more senior positions: professors and associate professors are now the groups with 

the highest shares of academics with the UTQ (Universities of the Netherlands, 2022[206]). 

Figure 6. Share of academics with University Teaching Qualification in the Netherlands (2021) 

 

Note: Adapted from Universities of the Netherlands (2022[206]), Number of academic teaching staff with University Teaching Qualification (UTQ) 

(dataset), https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/petra.pieck/viz/W_006ENGBKOcirkel/Graph (accessed on 5 March 2023). 

Figure reflects data for academic staff from universities, including all sectors.  

Research and evidence on the topic 

Most OECD countries have legal requirements on the qualification level required for certain academic 

positions, in many cases specifying that doctoral degrees are required (Golden, Troy and Weko, 2021[32]). 

According to an EUA survey among higher education institutions in Europe, a doctorate or a postdoctoral 

degree is required by 88% of institutions for the position of professor and 72% of institutions for the position 

of lecturer or associate professor (Gaebel et al., 2018[160]). Postdoctoral qualifications for senior academic 

positions are required in the form of “habilitation” in Austria, Czechia, Hungary, Poland, and Slovak 

Republic, while in Italy, Portugal, and Spain academics need to pass a similar top-level accreditation to 

become full professors. France has a combination of both top-level accreditation and habilitation (Eurydice 

and Crosier, 2019[6]).  

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

professor
permanent

professor
temporary

associate
prof.

permanent

associate
prof.

temporary

assistant
prof.

permanent

assistant
prof.

temporary

teacher
permanent

teacher
temporary

total
permanent

total
temporary

total

2011 2016 2021

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/petra.pieck/viz/W_006ENGBKOcirkel/Graph


No. 91 – The state of academic careers in OECD countries – an evidence review   42 

 OECD EDUCATION POLICY PERSPECTIVES © OECD 2024   
  

While the doctorate is the most frequent requirement for academic positions, training on teaching is not 

systematically included in PhD programmes. In some countries, national regulations stipulate a general 

expectation that doctoral programmes will equip students with teaching competence but leave it up to 

institutions to interpret this requirement. About one-quarter of higher education systems in European 

Higher Education Area (EHEA) do not generally expect a teaching component within PhD programmes 

(Gaebel et al., 2018[160]; EC, EACEA and Eurydice, 2018[146]). Even if PhD programmes formally include 

some teaching training or experience, the overall focus of training within PhD programmes is strongly 

skewed towards research. Doctoral assessment is most frequently based on a written thesis, in some 

cases complemented by examinations on disciplinary knowledge, but it evaluates teaching competencies 

only in rare cases (Sharmini and Spronken-Smith, 2019[203]). Furthermore, as doctoral students are 

exposed to similar incentives in terms of academic appraisal and rewards as academic staff, they are 

drawn to focus investment of time and effort in building their research portfolio, the quality of which will 

likely determine their chances of remaining in academia (Kwiek, 2019[13]; Arnhold et al., 2017[5]).  

Only a few OECD countries have regulations which require academic staff to hold a formal teaching 

qualification. A policy survey by OECD has found that only seven responding jurisdictions (out of 29) had 

a requirement for system- or sub-system-level teaching qualifications or training (Broberg and Golden, 

2023[207]). The Bologna Process Implementation Report 2018 also found only a few instances of such 

provisions. There are cases like Denmark, where permanent staff with teaching responsibilities must 

undergo pedagogical training. In some systems, the requirement applies only to the non-university sector, 

as in the French Community in Belgium or Switzerland. While not centrally regulated, teaching 

qualifications are also common in Finland, Norway, Sweden and the Netherlands (EC, EACEA and 

Eurydice, 2018[146]). In the latter case, the national collective agreement – negotiated between trade unions 

and higher education employers – established the requirements and objectives concerning the University 

Teaching Qualification (de Groot and Kouwenaar, 2018[205]).  

Teaching training during a PhD or as a pre-requisite for obtaining a position only constitutes a form of initial 

professional learning, which needs to be connected to the systematic continuing enhancement of individual 

competencies (Basilotta-Gómez-Pablos et al., 2022[208]). Professional learning cannot be restricted to 

junior academics in their PhDs or postdoc, as these individuals have less influence over programme 

content and methods of teaching. The introduction of innovative pedagogies requires professional learning 

to take place across all stages of academic careers. Professional learning should also be structured as an 

ongoing activity, rather than one-off interventions that tend to have a limited impact (Simon and Pleschová, 

2012[209]). Scheduling learning activities outside the main teaching period has been found to be effective 

as it can create opportunities to work with feedback from those who recently completed courses or as 

preparation for the next term (Saroyan, 2022[202]). Evidence indicates that co-ordinated professional 

learning initiatives for academic staff are associated with greater staff satisfaction, engagement, and sense 

of belonging, as well as better student outcomes (Condon et al., 2016[210]). At the same time, there should 

also be space for less formal professional learning - mentoring relationships between more senior and 

early-career academics have been shown to help the careers of junior academics (Zacher et al., 2019[211]). 

While formal teaching qualifications are yet to be implemented widely, there has been progress in 

increasing support provided for enhancement of academics’ teaching capabilities. Expert interviews by 

European Universities Association (EUA) have found that eight European countries have a regulatory 

obligation for teaching enhancement and in nearly all these systems, the obligation was created recently 

(Zhang, 2022[197]). An institutional survey by the EUA found that around 77% of institutions offer optional 

pedagogical training while 37% of institutions made certain courses compulsory for academic staff (Gaebel 

et al., 2018[160]). Teaching and learning (T&L) centres in higher education are mostly found in English-

speaking systems but are increasingly also found in other parts of Europe. Such centres function as 

separate units or multiple units within institutions, providing resources for academics, convening 

communities of practice, and advocating for teaching policies (Saroyan, 2022[202]). The EUA survey among 

institutions cited earlier found that institutions with a T&L centre are more likely to have systematic teaching 
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enhancement policies in place (Gaebel et al., 2018[160]). While these efforts are important to support 

academics and their teaching competencies, existing initiatives could be strengthened by ensuring formal 

and informal professional learning is effectively recognised across institutions and systems through 

certification and accreditation (Basilotta-Gómez-Pablos et al., 2022[208]). 

The COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated the digitalisation of higher education and created new 

expectations for academics to possess and develop digital competencies (Basilotta-Gómez-Pablos et al., 

2022[208]). Academics have rapidly started using digital tools in their research and teaching, the use of 

which has remained strong even after the pandemic (Ziemba and Eisenbardt, 2021[212]). This has also 

been observed by the OECD Higher Education Policy Team which has conducted multiple projects 

examining the digitalisation of higher education. A policy survey among OECD higher education systems 

found that 15 (out of 29) OECD jurisdictions have created innovation funds used to finance experimentation 

with digital tools and that in 17 jurisdictions public authorities directly or through non-governmental 

organisations support and provide resources for academics to develop their digital competencies in 

teaching (Broberg and Golden, 2023[207]). Academics face several obstacles in enhancing their digital skills 

and deploying digital technologies. OECD work in Hungary showed that investment in digital infrastructure 

was not matched with professional learning activities for academics to gain pedagogical skills in digital 

education (OECD, 2023[213]), that academics do not have protected time for professional learning and that 

institutions face difficulties attracting and retaining relevant technical support staff needed to deploy digital 

technologies (OECD, 2023[214]). In general, academics recognise that they lack some digital competencies, 

and they would welcome further opportunities for professional learning (Basilotta-Gómez-Pablos et al., 

2022[208]). However, as exemplified by the work of the OECD in Croatia, there can be discrepancies 

between the level of self-assessed digital competence between academics in more technically oriented 

faculties and those in social sciences or humanities (OECD, 2023[215]). Therefore, professional learning 

also needs to recognise that there are different levels of competencies, and academics might need different 

levels and types of professional learning. In many cases, it is not only about providing support but also 

helping to build the confidence of academics to use digital tools (Scherer et al., 2021[216]). 

The literature suggests that there is a need to consider academics’ competencies and readiness to respond 

the emerging technologies more generally, not only their capacity to deliver digital education. Mass use of 

artificial intelligence (AI) and the deployment of other smart machines are already altering the nature of 

many established professions (OECD, 2023[217]), including the academic profession. AI models are rapidly 

developing, already outperforming large shares of the population in literacy and numeracy (OECD, 

2023[218]). Tools like ChatGPT are already disrupting assessment methods, as the language models can 

generate texts almost instantly, even though they make factual and referencing errors. Further uses of AI 

include generating research ideas, summarising existing evidence, analysing data, drafting, acting as a 

tutor, and providing personalised feedback (Sabzalieva and Valentini, 2023[219]). Academics need to gain 

knowledge about - and skills to use - these new technological capacities. Current systems of professional 

learning, curriculum development and approval of changes will need to become more agile to keep up with 

the pace of change (Dec et al., 2022[220]).  

In response to climate change, many academics will need professional learning to help adjust their 

teaching. While the green transition will require knowledge and technical skills to tackle environmental 

challenges effectively, attitudes and dispositions will also play an important role (OECD, 2023[217]). A 

survey among marketing academics has shown that they are generally concerned about the environment 

and see a need for change, but that they were hesitant to recognise how their discipline – in promoting 

resource-intensive products and services - might be contributing to climate change (Kemper, Ballantine 

and Hall, 2020[221]). A survey among academics in Spain has found that the attitudes of academics are not 

the greatest challenge. It is rather that academics lack the capabilities to transform their course to reflect 

the topics in their teaching (Olaskoaga-Larrauri, Guerenabarrena-Cortazar and Cilleruelo-Carrasco, 

2021[222]). This observation is supported also by study examining universities around the world trying to 

address climate change in their teaching and research. Besides lack of staff expertise, it also found that 
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implementing education on climate crisis in developed countries is hindered by a lack of institutional 

support and inflexible curricula (Leal Filho et al., 2021[223]). An overview from European universities 

suggests that higher education institutions lack the capacity to integrate environmental topics into 

professional learning and mainstream teaching practices, so issues of sustainability are mostly covered in 

specialist modules (Mulà et al., 2017[224]). These approaches will have minimal success in providing the 

necessary skills, knowledge and attitudes needed for the green transition. Professional learning should 

ideally help academics integrate sustainability issues into their courses and assist them to adopt their 

pedagogy to be oriented towards “critical questioning and deliberation, leading to a virtuous cycle of 

deepening of understanding and connection” (McCowan, 2023, p. 933[225]) and transformative learning that 

can emancipate students to help them to innovate and take action needed to implement the green transition 

(Papenfuss et al., 2019[226]). 

Academic sabbaticals are potential professional learning opportunities. Most European countries have 

regulations that give certain categories of academics the right to take sabbatical leave. There are 

differences between systems, including whether the sabbatical leave is paid, the maximum duration of 

such leave and how frequently an academic can take sabbaticals (Eurydice and Crosier, 2019[6]). Most 

frequently, sabbaticals are intended for research purposes, but in some cases, they allow for professional 

learning or a period as a visiting lecturer (teacher) at another institution (OECD, 2020[1]). An article 

observing developments in Australia and the United Kingdom suggests that there has been a progressive 

change in the focus from sabbaticals as periods to relax and travel to learn new things, towards a period 

of hyper-productivity in terms of research, publishing, and applying for grants (Macfarlane, 2022[227]). This 

transformation may hinder the use of sabbaticals as opportunities for professional learning.  

Policy and practice examples 

Simon and Pleschová identified three main areas of system-level policy levers to promote professional 

learning for academic staff: 1) quality assurance; 2) funding for teacher development; and 3) incentives for 

quality teaching. They were sceptical regarding quality assurance, as it is perceived by academics to lead 

to over-bureaucratisation, rather than improved teaching (Simon and Pleschová, 2012[209]). As more 

career-related incentives for quality teaching were already explored in section 3, the policy examples below 

mostly focus on regulation and funding arrangements. 

In Austria, public universities are tasked by legislation to promote the professional learning of staff 

members, with further objectives established through institutional performance agreements (Federal Law 

Gazette, 2021[228]). This approach puts the responsibility on the institution, without stipulating the form that 

the learning should take (Zhang, 2022[197]). The guidance is further developed in the National Development 

Plan for Public Universities published by the Federal Ministry for Education, Science, and Research. This 

document outlines national targets that serve as the basis for institutional performance contracts, with a 

proportion of institutional funding then notionally made conditional upon institutions meeting agreed 

targets. The plan for 2019-24 includes goals for career development for young researchers and improving 

the quality of university teaching (BMBWF, 2018[229]). As the regulation and funding model places the 

responsibility on the institutions, most universities run their programmes and develop their strategies. At 

the University of Graz, a special programme has been established for people starting their academic 

careers. UNISTART focuses on enhancing research and teaching skills, developing management and 

social skills, and understanding better the institution from an administrative and legal perspective. Another 

programme - PostDocPro - is intended for early-career academics that are on their way to professorship. 

The goal is to further enhance instruction and supervision skills, communication, project management, and 

leadership (University of Graz, 2023[230]).  

In France, the 2014 Bertrand report outlined a series of policy options for the French higher education 

system to mainstream innovative teaching, including providing funding and support for teaching prizes, 
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recognition of teaching activity, a system of professional learning, and pedagogical research (Bertrand, 

2014[231]). Some of the proposals were taken on by the Directorate-General for Higher Education and 

Professional Integration (DGESIP) within the Ministry for National Education, Higher Education and 

Research. This unit, under the Mission for Pedagogy and Digitalisation in Higher Education, organises 

events and networking of key actors (Bunescu and Gaebel, 2018[171]). Furthermore, the DGESIP has 

conducted an extensive mapping of innovative pedagogical practices in French higher education 

institutions (2019[232]). These changes were complemented by regulatory developments. From 2018, new 

assistant professors that have both teaching and research responsibilities (enseignants-chercheurs) are 

given a sixth of their allocated teaching time for professional learning. During their first year, they should 

spend at least 32 hours throughout the year developing their teaching skills, with another 32 hours of 

continuous PL over the next five years of their contract (Authemayou, 2017[233]). Additionally, since 2019, 

the law includes teaching activities as possible activity during the sabbatical leave, but this has not been 

widely used, as taking a sabbatical requires teaching duties to be taken over by remaining colleagues 

(Zhang, 2022[197]). 

In Sweden, teaching enhancement was a legal obligation for higher education institutions in the period 

before 2011, with a requirement that all the teaching academics in higher education undergo a teaching 

programme. In the push for greater institutional autonomy, the regulation was dropped at the system level, 

but institutions with existing structures, such as teaching and learning centres, continued to provide 

teaching enhancement and institutional policies often require academics to undergo pedagogical courses, 

both during their doctoral studies and throughout their career (Zhang, 2022[197]). The focus on teaching 

competencies and their recognition in academic career progression is reported to be strong in Sweden 

(Frølich et al., 2018[200]). A study from Sweden shows positive effects of pedagogical courses on 

academics in terms of their confidence, self-assessed teaching skills, and fundamental changes in the way 

they teach (Ödalen et al., 2018[234]).  

In Latvia, since 2014 academics who teach are required to conduct at least 160 hours of professional 

learning with a focus on didactics, and management of education within their appointment. Participation in 

conferences or mobility might be also recognised as a form of professional learning (Bunescu and Gaebel, 

2018[171]). These training activities must include at least 60 contact hours and they are usually provided by 

institutions (Eurydice, 2022[235]).  

The Jaume I University in the Valencian Community (Spain) launched a new approach to professional 

learning for academics in 2017, with a view to transforming curricula and aligning teaching with sustainable 

development goals. The courses developed focus on giving academics a better understanding of 

sustainability and possible actions within the context of higher education, providing them with teaching 

methodologies and competencies to apply in the context of their teaching and re-design of their courses. 

Subsequent analysis has shown that participants have incorporated sustainable developmental goals in 

their teaching, along with more active learning methodologies (Collazo Expósito and Granados Sánchez, 

2020[236]). 

Universities Norway (UHR) is conducting Deans’ school (Deanskolen), a programme for middle 

management in higher education institutions. Selected participants take part in four three-day sessions 

over the course of a year, learning about leadership, strategic management, institutional development, and 

the broader higher education context both on national and international levels (UHR, 2022[237]). 
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This section examines the flexibility and diversity of the career paths of academics, focusing on career 

trajectories that include periods working outside higher education. The typology presented in Table 9 

provides a stylised view of the possible individual trajectories that academics might follow. The order 

indicates increasing difficulty in accessing senior academic positions, such as full professorship. 

Table 9. Career trajectories in academia 

Pathways Description 

1. Traditional linear 

path 

Based on the traditional chair model, often based in a discipline-centred academic unit, where a novice, junior academic, is 

working for a professor and learning from them. This role includes combined responsibilities in teaching, research, with 
elements of service and engagement.  

2. Research-focused 

path 

Includes a sequence of research projects from graduate studies up to postdoc, where the person is mostly focusing on 

research, with some elements of engagement and service. Career progression is connected to a specific group or research, 

with the possibility to stay in a research-only role in a more senior capacity or move into roles with combined responsibilities. 

3. Teaching-focused 

path 

Usually in form of lectureship or other teaching position with teaching-only or mainly-teaching responsibilities with elements 

of service in context of supporting students. Research performance might be limited in this path, therefore in some higher 
education systems, they have limited career progression options without moving to another pathway. 

4. Academic-adjacent 

specialist path 

Includes people working in research, teaching, or clinical roles outside higher education, whether in research institutes, 

companies, schools, hospitals, non-governmental organisations, or public institutions. They have some experience in 
academia (postgraduate degree, PhD, etc.) and they are developing their academic profile (publishing, research, policy 
development, clinical or teaching practice, etc.) outside academia before making the move into an academic position within 

higher education. 

5. Precarious 

academic path 

Situation in which a prospective academic is moving between temporary and casual contracts, whether to teach or 

contribute to research projects or other academic activities. These various jobs frequently lack consistency, teaching various 

courses and contributing to different research projects, never developing own topic or specialised area of expertise. This 
path can also include periods outside higher education. There is no real career progression. 

6. Non-academic 

adjacent specialist 

path 

Includes specialists that work outside higher education, in the private or public sectors. Unlike type 4, they may not be 

engaged in teaching or research in their external profession, but their work experience is useful for the teaching, research, 

or engagement activities of higher education institutions who might recruit them. 

7. Non-academic 

internal specialist 
path 

Includes non-academic staff in higher education, working in managerial positions or as third-space professionals. They 

might include people that were not successful in securing academic positions as well as professionals recruited from outside 
higher education. While they are not in academic roles or contracts, their activities can frequently overlap with academic 

work, they might develop curricula, support students and research projects (Whitchurch, Locke and Marini, 2019[238]). Their 
proximity to academic work and institutions increases their chances of securing an academic position when it becomes 
available.  

Note: The typology developed by the OECD Secretariat. It draws on work of Pekkola (2014[239]), as presented in World Bank’s report on academic 

careers in Latvia (Arnhold et al., 2017[5]), narratives on academic careers developed by Ylijoki and Henriksson (2015[240]) and by analysis of 

academic career maps in nine higher education systems by the League of European Research Universities (2017[241]).  

The traditional career path (1) seems to be declining, as it is oversaturated, and prospective academics 

need to take another pathway (Whitchurch, Locke and Marini, 2019[238]). Increasing specialisation has 

promoted the use of research-only (2) or teaching-only pathways (3), which can be now considered partially 

part of the linear path. The remaining trajectories (4-7) are more flexible and include inter-sectoral mobility. 

This section focuses on those career trajectories that include a period outside academia and it examines 

obstacles for academics trying to take these pathways.  

5 Flexible career paths 
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Indicators and data availability 

International and national data about academic career paths and inter-sectoral mobility are limited. The 

most international comprehensive data are from Mobility Patterns and Career Paths of EU Researchers 

(MORE) projects which carried out four surveys among researchers working at higher education 

institutions in the EU28 (including the United Kingdom) and associated countries (Iceland, Norway, 

Switzerland), looking at their inter-sectoral mobility. The latest MORE 4 survey was conducted in 2019 and 

had more than 9 000 respondents. However, MORE projects have significant limitations, as they only 

capture academics that conduct research, excluding teaching-only academics, and only capture inter-

sectoral mobility between higher education and the academic-adjacent sector (pathway 4).   

The data presented in Figure 7 show that about 24% of all researchers in European higher education have 

been mobile across sectors during their careers. The share of experience with inter-sectoral mobility is 

increasing with seniority. Overall numbers for the EU, excluding associated countries, show that about 

17% of postdocs, 23% of established researchers, and 27% of leading researchers have worked outside 

the higher education sector during their careers after their PhD. There are however significant differences 

between countries, with the highest shares in Latvia (37%), Switzerland (36%), Bulgaria (33%), and Austria 

(32%), and relatively low shares in Germany, Italy, Belgium (20%), and Portugal (18%) (EC, 2019[242]).  

Figure 7. Inter-sectoral mobility of European researchers in higher education (2019) 

Share of researchers in higher education that worked outside the higher education sector 

 

Note: Adapted from EC (2019[242]), MORE 4 study (indicator tool), https://www.more-4.eu/indicator-tool (accessed on 24 July 2023). 

Results are not shown when there were fewer than 30 observations. 
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The MORE studies have also found that inter-sectoral mobility among researchers was more likely in the 

private rather than the public sector, and most common among researchers in engineering and technology, 

agricultural sciences (both 27%), and social sciences (32%). The least mobile category of researchers 

were in the medical sciences (19%) and humanities (18%).  Across sectors, between one-fifth and one-

quarter of researchers benefitted from a stipend, fellowship or grant for their inter-sectoral mobility. 

However, 2019 data confirms that overall the share of researchers that participated in inter-sectoral 

mobility has been in decline since the first MORE survey in 2012 (EC, 2021[243]). 

National statistics in some countries can also shed light on the mobility patterns of academics. In the 

United Kingdom, the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA[244]) publishes aggregate yearly data on 

the previous employment of ‘starters’, newly recruited academic staff (Figure 8). In 2021/22 there were 

about 40 415 starters with information about their previous employment. About a quarter of starting 

academics arrive from another higher education institution, around 19% join academia right after their 

studies, and about 17% are coming from the private sector. Full-time positions are more likely to be 

occupied by starters that have previously worked in another higher education institution or in research 

institutes (pathway 4). Junior academics (previous role was a student) and those mobile across sectors 

are more likely to initially start with part-time contract.  

Figure 8. Previous employment of starters among academic staff in the United Kingdom 2021/22 

 

Note: Adapted from HESA (2023[244]), Table 23 - Academic staff starters and leavers 2014/15 to 2021/22 (table), https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-

and-analysis/staff/table-23 (accessed on 5 March 2023). 

About 11% of all academic staff do not have information about their previous employment and they are excluded from the count. Original data 

are rounded, so their counting can cause minor rounding errors.  

The data presented in Figure 8 only cover academics who started their work at a new higher education 

institution, which is only a small share of the entire academic staff population and does not account for 

inter-sectoral mobility that does not involve new contracts. A long-term study on higher education 

co-operation with industry in the United Kingdom has found that only about 1.4% of academics during the 

years 2009-15 were associated at some point of their career to the private sector (Tijssen, Lamers and 

Yegros, 2017[245]). Still, the data in Figure 8 demonstrates the range of pathways from which starters in 

academia may enter, including the private, health, and public sectors, as well as other education providers.  

Canada also collects - but does not publish - data on academics’ previous employment (university, non-

university, student, public sector, private sector, other) and additionally collects information on the number 
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of months of sabbatical leave academic staff have taken during the current academic year (Statistics 

Canada, 2021[31]). In the Slovak Republic, the Ministry of Education collects information on the share of 

people in the selection process for academic positions who did not have a contract with any higher 

education institution in the country at the time of their application (Slovak Ministry of Education, 2023[145]). 

Research and evidence on the topic 

For many academics, the best strategy to advance in academia is to remain at their institution or at least 

stay in academia (Fumasoli and Goastellec, 2015[246]). Evidence from the United Kingdom shows that even 

moving between jobs in academia leads to a short-term reduction of research productivity and only if the 

academic moves to a ‘better’ department, their research output is positively impacted in the longer term  

(Fernández-Zubieta, Geuna and Lawson, 2015[247]). Finnish register data on doctoral holders show that 

moving to private industry increases subsequent earnings, but frequent moves between sectors have 

negative consequences (Tohmo and Viinikainen, 2017[248]). Even when the working conditions for doctoral 

holders might be better outside academia, they are discouraged from making the move as it might prevent 

them from securing academic positions later (OECD, 2021[9]; Haynes, Metcalfe and Yilmaz, 2016[249]). 

While the traditional linear pathway might be out of reach, junior academics are pursuing research- or 

teaching-only roles, precarious positions in academia or even becoming third-space professionals within 

higher education institutions.  

Qualification requirements and publishing expectations in the academic hiring process hinder the chances 

of non-academics applying for traditional academic positions. This relates to the bias in the career appraisal 

which is skewed towards accumulated research output, giving less prominence to work experience outside 

academia and engagement with non-academic actors (Kwiek and Antonowicz, 2014[44]; Perkmann et al., 

2021[250]; OECD, 2021[9]). Most higher education systems have qualification requirements for academic 

positions, especially for more senior roles (Golden, Troy and Weko, 2021[32]; Arnhold et al., 2017[5]). The 

general expectation that those entering academia should hold a PhD might be an obstacle for many highly 

experienced individuals (pathway 6). But in many countries, there are further specific experiences or 

credentials that one can typically only obtain by remaining in academia. For instance, in Poland only those 

with habilitation (a qualification gained while working in academia) can access permanent positions. This 

also increases the opportunity cost of academics wishing to explore different sectors without necessarily 

wanting to remove all opportunities to return to academia (Kwiek and Antonowicz, 2014[44]). These 

mechanisms of accumulating credentials and outputs which are only relevant in academia, creates 

obstacles for those outside academia in reaching more senior permanent positions, especially within the 

traditional pathway. Similar credentials are not required for career progression within private sector 

research positions (Melin et al., 2018[42]).   

The logic of trying to stay in academia to gain qualifications and the need for research output has created 

an environment in which leaving academia at the onset of the career equates to a permanent exit. As the 

academic labour market is becoming saturated, an increasing proportion of aspiring academics are offered 

only part-time contracts (or only precarious contracts) requiring them to seek additional employment 

(Brechelmacher et al., 2015[14]) or to leave academia. However, in the eyes of many doctorate holders, 

leaving academia is only second best option (Hnatkova et al., 2022[251]) and there is a perception of failure 

associated with leaving (Haynes, Metcalfe and Yilmaz, 2016[249]). A survey of doctorate holders in nine 

European universities found that, for 24% of PhD graduates, changing sectors was the only way to start 

working. However the same survey has also found that those employed outside academia have been more 

satisfied with their career (Boman et al., 2021[34]). If a person leaves academia, their return to academia, 

even after years of professional experience, is undesirable as it often means a drop in their salary and 

seniority (Crowder and Mouratidou, 2020[252]). 
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In hiring and promotion, the value of professional experience gained outside higher education differs 

between countries and types of institutions. Studies in Europe have shown heterogeneity between systems 

in the extent to which institutional representatives prefer recruiting academics with professional experience. 

The lowest share was in Italy with 7%, a system with quite a rigid academic career structure, while at the 

other end is the Netherlands with nearly 40% support, as the system has a large share of professionally 

oriented institutions (Kwiek and Antonowicz, 2014[44]). The findings from the MORE4 survey of researchers 

suggest similar patterns. In that survey, 60% of researchers agreed that inter-sectoral mobility to non-

governmental organisations, the public or government sector would be a positive factor for recruitment by 

their home institution and 59% agreed in the case of inter-sectoral mobility to the private sector. There 

were however significant differences between countries (EC, 2021[243]). At institutional level, university and 

professionally oriented or specialist institutions frequently have distinct career pathways available 

(Finkelstein and Jones, 2019[3]). Universities, especially those with more elite status and a strong research 

orientation, have a strong inclination towards looking at academic record rather than professional 

experiences. While more professionally oriented or specialist institutions might be more interested in hiring 

specialists with professional expertise (Crowder and Mouratidou, 2020[252]). For example, in Germany 

professors at universities of applied sciences have a requirement to have spent 3 years in industry to be 

eligible for professorship (Teichler, Höhle and Jacob, 2017[253]). In the United States, some institutions 

have started to introduce positions such as professors of practice, offering specialists from the industry a 

pathway and career progression in academia outside of the traditional pathways (Ramsay and Brua, 

2017[254]). Evidence also indicates that researchers who have experience with inter-sectoral mobility in the 

United Kingdom tend to conduct more applied research rather than basic research (Tijssen, Lamers and 

Yegros, 2017[245]). Thus, there are differences in how professional experience is valued based on the 

particular focus of any given institution and available career pathways.  

Transitions between academia, industry and other sectors are challenging (OECD, 2021[9]). Besides the 

already mentioned difficulties with recognition of experience, lack of qualifications and research record, 

people returning to academia in later career stages face conflicting institutional cultures (Kaiser et al., 

2018[255]). Challenges with moving to academia include workload, isolation, technical and administrative 

systems, and culture shock, connected with many informal norms connected with succeeding in academia 

(Wilson et al., 2014[256]). Those that have made the move report having more flexible work, but they often 

must accept a drop in their salary and seniority. Working conditions tend to also be more demanding in 

academia, although contributing to research and teaching has been described as a calling (Crowder and 

Mouratidou, 2020[252]). 

Doctoral programmes that include inter-sectoral mobility seem to be positively viewed. A survey focusing 

on the mobility of Marie Skłodowska-Curie doctoral fellows, a programme requiring varying periods of 

diverse mobility, found that among the 66% of fellows who had experienced inter-sectoral mobility, an 

overwhelming majority (85%) found that such mobility had no negative aspects. The main reported benefits 

included having work experience outside academia, scientific and technical qualifications or skills, being 

exposed to new perspectives and broader views of their research field, seeing research in practice, 

accessing new data, increased networking, experiences of working in a different culture, gaining insights 

into different working environments, writing joint publications and career development. The 15% of Marie 

Skłodowska-Curie doctoral fellows reporting negative experiences highlighted having little relevance or 

alignment with the fellow’s PhD project or academic career, bureaucratic challenges and time‐consuming 

processes of resettling in new places and unpreparedness of the host institutions caused by poor 

co-ordination between partner institutions (Walakira and Wright, 2017[257]). The fact that these cases 

involve doctoral fellows who are exposed to other sectors but continue to undertake research in their 

chosen field and remain associated with their home higher education institution may also contribute to their 

generally positive outlook on inter-sectoral mobility.  

Professional experience with sectors outside higher education can be also gained through inter-sectoral 

collaboration. The MORE4 survey has found that inter-sectoral collaboration with non-academic partners 
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was reported by 32% of researchers in the 2019 wave. However, there was a declining trend in the share 

from the previous surveys (EC, 2021[243]). Many policymakers have tried to promote this co-operation 

through targeted funding for research projects, or even new hybrid organisations created as collaboration 

between higher education institutions and non-academic partners. Working within these hybrid structures 

might be more appealing to academics, as they allow them to keep their place at their institution, gain 

qualifications and be exposed to other sectors (Perkmann et al., 2021[250]).  

Sharing time between work in academia and another sector is not very common. The MORE4 survey has 

found the share of researchers in higher education combining their academic work with positions in other 

sectors stands at approximately 5%, with a higher share among more senior researchers. These 

arrangements are most common among researchers in Eastern and South-Eastern Europe. This is the 

only inter-sectoral mobility parameter in which there is a slight increase between 2016 and 2019, from 3% 

to 5% (EC, 2021[243]). This figure is quite low considering the potential of such arrangements to allow 

researchers to keep pursuing their academic careers while also working in the non-academic sector.   

Policy and practice examples 

The evidence presented in the previous sections shows that inter-sectoral mobility is perceived as 

beneficial by academic staff and in many of their employing institutions. At the same time, the available 

evidence indicates that not all academics have access to such opportunities, and academics might feel 

more empowered to avail of mobility through structured programmes or projects specifically designed to 

promote inter-sectoral movement or collaboration as part of a stable career trajectory. The following 

examples highlight promising examples of initiatives that are designed to support academic mobility.  

In Canada, the Mitacs programme provides opportunities and funding for postdocs to conduct research in 

co-operation with partner organisations, pursue entrepreneurship, and policy fellowships in public or 

governmental organisations (OECD, 2021[9]).  The programme has supported over 17 thousand projects 

around Canada (Mitacs, 2023[258]). 

In France, the Industrial agreements on training through research (Conventions Industrielles de Formation 

par la Recherche - CIFRE) programme encourages the development of collaboration in research between 

the academic world and private sector companies or public institutions by providing financial assistance to 

companies to recruit young doctoral candidates. The programme is fully financed by the French Ministry 

of National Education, Higher Education, and Research and it has been in place since 1981, with 

increasing interest in recent years and a government goal to have 2 150 CIFRE doctorates by 2027. The 

programme seeks to contribute to the innovation process of French companies and their competitiveness 

by placing doctoral students in scientific employment positions and strengthening their co-operation with 

academic institutions (French Ministry of Higher Education, 2021[259]).  

United Kingdom Research and Innovation (UKRI) is a non-departmental public body that finances 

individual researchers. It offers multiple programmes that allow for re-entry to research careers, such as 

Future Leaders Fellowships and the Daphne Jackson Trust fellowship. Both programmes have guidelines 

for reviewers to take into consideration career breaks, defined as periods spent outside research, whether 

those were for personal reasons, caring responsibilities or trying a new career. These guidelines recognise 

that time spent outside academia and the research sector will have an impact on the track record of the 

applicant in terms of publications, past secured funding, networks, training, and many other elements 

(UKRI, 2020[260]; UKRI, 2016[261]).  
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The data and evidence on diversity in the academic sector primarily concern the gender of academics, as 

these statistics are regularly reported in international data collections and presented in regular reports. 

This section summarises existing international evidence and data on gender balance in academia, but also 

considers other dimensions of diversity, including minority ethnic background, disability, and socio-

economic and family background, for which data are more limited. The emerging trend is to look beyond 

specific dimensions of diversity in isolation and rather approach the question through an intersectional 

framework, which accounts for the interplay of various diversity dimensions (Nichols and Stahl, 2019[262]; 

Zacher et al., 2019[211]). 

Gender imbalance can be observed along three axes: 1) vertical (seniority) inequality, with women making 

up a majority of undergraduate students but a lower proportion of academic staff than men, especially 

among senior academics and institutional leaders; 2) horizontal (field) inequality, whereby women are 

concentrated in certain academic fields; and 3) contractual inequality, whereby women are more frequently 

employed on precarious and temporary contracts than men (EC, 2000[263]; EC, 2021[264]). Similar axes of 

inequality could also be applied to other dimensions of diversity, with under-representation of specific 

ethnic, social, or other groups in senior positions, in specific fields, and among staff with stable contracts.  

Indicators and data availability 

The annual UNESCO-OECD-Eurostat education statistics collection assembles data on academic staff by 

gender. As shown in Figure 9, the OECD average share of women among academic staff in 2020 was 

45%, with a slight increase of two percentage points from 2015. In six OECD countries, women academics 

were the majority: Lithuania (59%), Latvia (55%), Finland (53%), New Zealand (52%), Belgium and the 

United States (both 51%). Out of 35 countries with data, 27 countries fall within the range of 40%-60% 

women, accepted as the range indicative of gender balance. 

6 Diversity and gender balance  
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Figure 9. Share of women among academic staff (2005, 2015 and 2020) 

 

Note: Adapted from OECD (2022[265]), "Share of women among academic staff (2005, 2015, 2020)", in Education at a Glance 2022: OECD 

Indicators, https://doi.org/10.1787/e0a93f61-en.  

Countries are ranked in descending order of the share of women among tertiary teaching staff in 2020. 

1. Count may include post-secondary non-tertiary teachers that teach at the tertiary level.  

2. Only public institutions at the tertiary level.  

Among senior academic staff, women are in a minority in all European OECD countries and gender 

balance is achieved only in one country. As the feasibility study by the INES Working Party did not collect 

data on gender, the only available data on the gender of academics by seniority are in the European 

Tertiary Education Register (ETER). The ETER project has made substantial advancements in 

consolidating and gathering data from different European higher education systems on institutional level. 

For this review, headcounts of senior academics by gender were aggregated on country level for all 

available jurisdictions, as presented in Figure 10.  Only Latvia, with 45% representation of women in senior 

academic positions is within the range considered to equate to gender balance. Only six countries (out of 

21) have at least 30% of women among senior academics.  

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

2020 2015 2005

https://doi.org/10.1787/e0a93f61-en


No. 91 – The state of academic careers in OECD countries – an evidence review   54 

 OECD EDUCATION POLICY PERSPECTIVES © OECD 2024   
  

Figure 10. Share of women among senior academic personnel (2019) 

 

Note: Adapted from ETER (2023[266]),ETER Database, https://www.eter-project.com/data-for-download-and-visualisations/database/ (accessed 

on 2 March 2023). 

Countries are ranked in descending order of the share of women among senior academic personnel in 2019. Calculated based on headcount 

data of senior academic personnel by gender. 

1. Not OECD member. 

A positive finding is that most institutions in Europe are within the 40-60% goal for gender balance among 

academic staff overall. However, there is still great variability in the share of women academics between 

institutions within countries. The widest variations between institutions are found in Croatia, Latvia, 

Lithuania, and Portugal, while small differences between institutions are found in Spain, Ireland, the 

Netherlands, and Slovak Republic (Hovdhaugen and Gunnes, 2019[267]). 
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academia is found in Ireland. The Higher Education Authority (HEA) regularly compiles institutional staff 

profiles that reflect the share of women among: 1) institutional presidents and provosts; 2) within 

governance structures (governing body, academic council, executive); 3) by post and grade; 4) by broad 

disciplines; 5) in recruitment and promotions; and 6) by contract type (HEA, 2021[26]). Furthermore, the 

HEA is exploring the option of collecting data about the ethnicity and nationality of staff and conducted a 

pilot survey in 2020/21. This involved wide-ranging discussions about the appropriate categorisation, but 

the results have helped to develop a picture of ethnic equality in Irish Higher Education (Kempny and 

Michael, 2021[268]).  

The Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) in the United Kingdom regularly collects data on gender, 

disability, and ethnicity. The patterns for gender largely follow international trends. About 5% of academic 
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group in the United Kingdom, representing 64% of the total, white female professors make up about 27%, 

BAME males 7% and BAME females 3% (Advance HE, 2022[269]). 

Research and evidence on the topic 

Women academics are concentrated in specific fields of study and research. This horizontal segregation 

is largely a consequence of sorting mechanisms, as women as students are also more concentrated in 

certain fields. Among doctoral graduates in Europe, there is an over-representation of women in the field 

of education, while there is significant under-representation in most fields under the broad umbrella of 

Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM). Similar patterns are observed in publishing 

patterns (EC, 2021[264]). The U-Multirank Gender Monitor has collected data on gender representation 

among institutions from all around the world. STEM-intensive institutions were found to be male-

dominated. The fields with an above 60% share of women among academic staff included nursing, 

psychology, social work, education, and pharmacy. The fields with below 40% representation of women 

were mathematics, earth science, industrial engineering, civil engineering, computer science, physics, and 

electrical and mechanical engineering (U-Multirank, 2022[270]). 

Women are under-represented among senior academics and in senior positions within academia. The 

statistics presented above in Figure 10 already highlighted the gender imbalance among senior academics 

in Europe. Similar patterns can also be seen in the United States where, among the top 130 institutions 

according to the Carnegie Classification, only one institution has a gender balance among tenured 

professors: City University of New York Graduate School with 43%. An even greater gender imbalance 

can be found on the level of academic governance, where only 22% of institutional presidents are women, 

while among university system presidents it was only 10% (Silbert, Punty and Brodbine Ghoniem, 

2022[271]). In the EU, only about 24% of the heads of higher education institutions are women. Women 

make up around 31% of board members, but only 25% of board leaders in institutions (EC, 2021[264]). 

Although there are some positive trends, some authors have referred to women entering leadership roles 

as a “glass cliff” – with women being appointed in turbulent times and as the leadership positions are 

declining in prestige or increasing in difficulty (Peterson, 2015, p. 114[272]). These roles have become 

increasingly time-consuming, and they are harder to combine with an academic career and have thus 

become less attractive (Silander et al., 2021[273]).  

While the conditions of precarity are not equally felt among OECD higher education systems, there is a 

general observation that women in academia are more exposed to contractual instability. In evidence from 

the Czechia, the academic careers of women tend to be shorter and slower (Cidlinská and Zilincikova, 

2022[274]). The spread of more flexible contracts has made it easier for women to work in academia, but as 

a study from Italy notes, it has made access to permanent positions harder and women experience more 

fragmented work patterns (De Angelis and Grüning, 2020[275]). Especially at the onset of their academic 

career, when young academics face precarity and competition for few permanent spots, the tensions 

between work and life become very visible, discouraging women from staying in academia (Bozzon, Murgia 

and Poggio, 2018[276]; Nielsen, 2016[277]; Machado-Taylor, White and Gouveia, 2013[278]). Evidence from 

Switzerland shows gendered career strategies in academia, with men staying after a PhD in academia 

only if they have the assurance of obtaining a permanent position, while women are more likely to accept 

successive fixed-term contracts, even on a part-time basis and with a teaching or research-only focus. 

These findings are partially mediated by gender dominance in specific fields and are part of a larger career 

script which expects men to take breadwinning roles, while women have more caring roles (Feuvre et al., 

2018[279]). At the same time, women academics might be more risk-averse, and only consider working in 

an environment with sufficient support for work-life balance and recognition of career breaks, while men 

academics do not feel they need to be as selective (Bozzon, Murgia and Poggio, 2018[276]).  
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The research production process is unfavourable to women (Lundine et al., 2018[280]). A study from articles 

published in infectious disease journals in period 2018-19 suggests that the proportion of women editors 

was predictable of women being an author (Last et al., 2022[281]). While the finding is field specific, it is 

concerning, as men are significantly over-represented among both journal editors and reviewers (Liu et al., 

2023[282]).There are mixed results regarding gender differences in the length of the peer review process. A 

study of economic journals has found that papers by women spend more time in peer review (Hengel, 

2017[283]). Another multidisciplinary study did not find evidence of this pattern but acknowledged that 

women authors might be more self-selective as they expect higher standards to be applied to them 

(Squazzoni et al., 2021[284]). Furthermore, women's research productivity is hindered by competition for 

research funding, where women tend to receive smaller awards (Schmaling and Gallo, 2023[285]). This also 

connects with how their work is recognised, with women tending to be less credited than men when they 

co-author an article (Sarsons et al., 2021[286]). Another explanation are the networks and connections that 

women academics have. Young women in research seem to have worse access to networks crucial for 

career development than their male counterparts (Silander et al., 2021[273]). In terms of research 

collaborations, women academics have lower rates of international collaboration, while outperforming 

males in all other forms of collaboration. However, international collaborations are more consequential for 

publication and citation rates, which are, in turn, needed for career progression (Kwiek and Roszka, 

2020[287]).  

As a consequence of the factors noted, even when controlling for time allocation, men tend to publish 

more, especially in more prestigious and impactful journals (Bendels et al., 2018[288]; Diogo, Carvalho and 

Queirós, 2022[43]). The publishing gender gap seems to have widened during the COVID-19 pandemic 

(Madsen et al., 2022[289]). However, gender differences have been found to be mostly concentrated among 

top research-performing academics, where the proportion of men is substantially higher. A study from 

Norway and Italy suggests that there is a gender performance gap among the top 10% of publishing 

academics, while within the remaining 90% of research performers, the differences are minimal and in 

some cases in favour of women (Abramo, Aksnes and D’Angelo, 2021[290]). These findings are supported 

by a historical analysis of publications, which shows that women have comparable annual publication rates 

and career impact for comparable publication records, with the main gender differences linked to different 

career lengths and dropout rates that disrupted research output (Huang et al., 2020[291]). An analysis of 

submissions for the Research Excellence Framework by the Equality and Diversity Advisory Panel (EDAP) 

in the United Kingdom, also shows gaps between outputs by men and women academics, even taking into 

consideration the eligible population. The under-representation was not found to be due to assessment 

design, but rather to be a reflection of existing structural inequalities in higher education (Grove, 2023[292]; 

EDAP, 2023[293]). 

Academic career prospects are gendered, with gaps being observed between the career progression of 

women and men. One of the main reasons appears to be that men tend to receive favourable treatment 

when it comes to opportunities that enhance their academic career prospects, while women need to do 

more to earn such opportunities (Bourabain, 2020[294]). Hiring committees tend to inspect the relationship 

status of women (Rivera, 2017[295]) and have been found to penalise partnered heterosexual women, as 

they are seen as less mobile and flexible (Carlsson et al., 2020[296]). Research from New Zealand shows 

that the probability of being promoted is lower for women, even when controlling for factors like age, 

research performance and field of study. The persistence of these patterns is attributed to hiring processes 

(Brower and James, 2020[297]). However, a study from the Nordic region of Europe found little evidence of 

biased evaluation, with women seen as more competent and hireable, even when they have children 

(Carlsson et al., 2020[296]).  

While all academics need to publish to advance their career, women face double caring responsibilities, 

both in their personal and professional lives. Unequal distribution of care work is the most consequential 

reason for women’s difficulties in combining parenthood with an academic career (Sümer and Eslen-Ziya, 

2022[298]). A study from Germany suggests that having children affects women’s publishing output while 
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having minimal effect on men (Lutter and Schröder, 2019[299]). A global survey by Times Higher Education 

found that 44% of women felt that their caring responsibilities have held back their careers, while only 34% 

of men felt the same (Williams, 2022[129]). This became more evident during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

when female academics with children experienced a significant reduction in their research time (Deryugina, 

Shurchkov and Stearns, 2021[300]). As the majority of personal caring responsibilities fall often on women, 

they are more likely to also take career breaks for parental leave. Due to the linear and competitive nature 

of career progression in academia, breaks have a significant influence on advancement as they disrupt 

the accumulation of research and other outcomes as well as the social capital needed for career 

advancement. Absence from work can make women academics almost invisible to their colleagues 

(Nielsen, 2016[277]) and women that take “maternity leave are relegated to the institutional side-lines and 

have to ‘compensate’ for their absence” (Maxwell, Connolly and Ní Laoire, 2018, p. 151[301]).  

In addition to caring responsibilities outside work, women in academia also tend to have more “caring 

responsibilities” than men in their professional life. Evidence explored in section 2 has already shown that 

women spend more time than men on teaching (Leišytė et al., 2022[41]) and teaching-related activities, 

such as preparing classes and tutoring (Cabero and Epifanio, 2021[111]). Even when controlling for rank, 

field and department, women do more service work, especially internally facing activities (Guarino and 

Borden, 2017[302]) and work that serves the interest of others (Angervall and Beach, 2017[303]). Women 

academics spend more time advising students and do more teaching-related activities and campus 

service, while men have more time to spend on research (O’Meara et al., 2017[110]). It is not only that 

women in academia do more of this work, but they are also more frequently asked by students and their 

colleagues to do it, and they also volunteer more frequently (Babcock et al., 2017[304]; O’Meara et al., 

2017[110]). These findings suggest an unequal allocation of responsibilities, both in terms of time and 

attention, which underlines the uneven career prospects for women and men in academia.  

While much of the evidence presented here has only examined gender identity through a binary lens, there 

is a population of non-binary and transgender academics who face significant challenges in their academic 

lives. Some policies at both system-level and institutional level, such as funding or communities targeted 

to one gender (e.g. fellowships for women professors), do not recognise non-binary populations. 

Furthermore, non-binary and transgender academics face both systemic barriers, in terms of infrastructure 

and administrative procedures and “micro-aggressions” in their daily work (Estrellado, Breen and Rider, 

2019[305]; Eldridge, 2020[306]), or even exclusion, such as cases of academics losing their tenured position 

after transitioning (Chen, 2023[307]). Transgender and gender non-conforming researchers in comparison 

to cis-gendered researchers are also more likely to report anxiety and depression (Hall, 2023[70]). 

A recent study found that a majority of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, and Intersex 

(LGBTQI+) academics report having experienced discrimination because of their gender identity or sexual 

orientation (Boustani and Taylor, 2020[308]). A study from Canada reports that while some LGBTQI+ 

academics have found supportive environments in their department, many have faced sexism, 

heteronormativity, and cisnormativity (Burchell, Franz-Odendaal and Joy, 2023[309]). Surveys among 

LGBTQI+ identified academics in the United States found that publication counts were lower for LGBTQI+ 

academics who did not disclose their identity. Non-LGBTQI+ participants and LGBTQI+ academics who 

disclosed their identity had similar research productivity to each other. The implication of this study is that 

academia needs to create more supportive workplace environments, in which people feel comfortable 

disclosing their identities (Nelson, Mattheis and Yoder, 2022[310]). 

A limited body of evidence suggests that academics tend to come from relatively affluent backgrounds. 

Socio-economic and family background have been documented in the literature to be significant 

determinants of degree attainment, which opens the opportunity to pursue an academic career (OECD, 

2018[311]). A recent study from the United States has looked at the family background of tenured faculty. 

They were found on average to have grown up in neighbourhoods with higher median household income 

and to have had parents with an advanced level of education. Around 22% of tenured faculty had at least 

one parent with a doctoral degree and another 30% had at least one parent with a master’s degree – the 
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general United States population with a master’s degree or higher is 7.4%. The share of highly educated 

parents among tenured faculty is higher within more elite departments (Morgan et al., 2022[312]). In the 

United Kingdom, only about 14% of academics have a working-class background (Friedman and Laurison, 

2019[313]). Academics from working-class backgrounds face uneven access to capital, creating further 

obstacles to their full integration into academia. Cultural capital determines academics’ capacity to navigate 

various social situations and institutional norms (Crew, 2020[314]). Academics from less advantaged social 

backgrounds are more likely to lack relevant social capital and networks that help access employment 

opportunities, especially in elite institutions (Pifer et al., 2022[315]). Crucially, individuals from less 

advantaged backgrounds have more limited access to financial resources, to support academic training 

and development, and to provide a safety net, especially at the onset of the career, through a period of 

precarity (Irving, 2023[316]; Crew, 2020[314]; Pifer et al., 2022[315]). Working-class academics can bring 

unique perspectives to supporting students, while their approach to pedagogy and research uses methods 

and paradigms which are frequently non-traditional and oriented towards social justice (Crew, 2020[314]; 

Pifer et al., 2022[315]). 

Non-white people are under-represented in academia and face significant obstacles in starting and 

developing their academic careers. In the context of the United States, all ethnic groups except Asian 

Americans are under-represented as a share of academics in comparison to the general and 

undergraduate population (Matias, Lewis Jr. and Hope, 2021[317]). There are also significant gaps in the 

representation of non-white populations among more tenured positions and leadership roles (Silbert, Punty 

and Brodbine Ghoniem, 2022[271]). Similar patterns of under-representation, especially of black academics 

can also be observed in the United Kingdom (Gibney, 2022[318]). Black academics are under-represented 

in editorial boards, experience longer review durations and receive fewer citations (Liu, Rahwan and 

AlShebli, 2023[319]). They are also the ethnic group least likely to have their research outputs submitted for 

the national research assessment exercise in universities, with submission rates significantly lower than 

all other ethnic groups (EDAP, 2023[293]). While institutions and policymakers have encouraged hiring that 

brings greater diversity to academia, there are significant challenges with the retention of academics from 

non-majority ethnic groups (Matias, Lewis Jr. and Hope, 2021[317]; Shaw et al., 2021[320]). Academics with 

minority ethnic backgrounds continue to face marginalisation, exclusion, othering, and racism both in the 

United Kingdom (Bhopal, Brown and Jackson, 2018[321]; Zewolde, 2021[322]) and in the United States 

(Doležal, 2022[323]; Dupree and Boykin, 2021[324]). A further obstacle to addressing the inclusion of various 

ethnic groups in academia can be the historical connections that exist between higher education 

institutions and colonialism and the role of science in rationalising a systemic exclusion of ethnic groups at 

earlier points in history. Such links can still be visible in the statues on campuses, building names, older 

research literature, and even in some institutional practices (Ball, 2022[325]).  

Academia is a challenging environment for academics who have disabilities, chronic illnesses, and those 

who are neurodivergent, because of both a lack of necessary accommodations and difficulties in obtaining 

them. As a consequence, academics from these groups often hesitate to disclose their disability unless it 

is visible (Lindsay and Fuentes, 2022[326]). Academics often face external and self-imposed expectations 

about an ideal academic worker, leading them to try to prove themselves, even if it is a detriment to their 

health (Brown and Leigh, 2020[327]). This contrasts with non-academic individuals facing similar health 

challenges who would rather reduce their work (Brown and Leigh, 2018[328]). Academics with disability and 

neurodivergence also face micro-aggressions, discrimination and exclusion, which further undermines 

their mental health (Lindsay and Fuentes, 2022[326]; Pells, 2022[329]). Staff identified as disabled have also 

been proportionally under-represented in terms of research outputs submitted to the university research 

assessment exercise in the United Kingdom (EDAP, 2023[293]).  

In recent years there have been an increasing number of attempts to examine diversity - in general and in 

higher education - through the framework of intersectionality, which accounts for the interplay between 

multiple identities and reflects the complex relationships between privilege and disadvantage (Nichols and 

Stahl, 2019[262]; Carbado et al., 2013[330]). Evidence of the difficulties women face in academia has 
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highlighted that traditional analyses do not sufficiently take into account other identities that women have 

(Zacher et al., 2019[211]; Silander et al., 2021[273]). Similar findings emerge from studies on working-class 

academics, which show that social class interacts with gender and ethnic background (Crew, 2020[314]; 

Irving, 2023[316]). The move towards intersectional perspectives is also reflected in data collection. For 

example, in Ireland, the Higher Education Authority and Advance HE have founded the National Athena 

SWAN Ireland Intersectionality Working Group. This initiative has conducted a pilot survey on ethnic 

background and have made some preliminary observations on the interplay of ethnicity and gender 

identities (Kempny and Michael, 2021[268]). An intersectional approach to policy is likely needed to assure 

that actions address specific issues facing academics from (multiple) under-represented groups (Täuber, 

2022[331]). 

Academics regularly face harassment and bullying, with disproportionate effects felt by academics from 

under-represented groups. A recent analysis by Loraleigh Keashly found that approximately 25% of 

academics had experienced bullying in the previous 12 months. Extending the timeframe and accounting 

for witnessing bullying, nearly all academics have been exposed to bullying at some point of their career. 

(2019[332]). According to Nature’s 2021 salary and job survey among scientists, 27% of scientists surveyed 

had experienced bullying, discrimination, or harassment, while 32% had observed it (Woolston, 2021[333]). 

The prevalence of these behaviours has significant consequences on the retention of academics who 

experience bullying and therefore may feel marginalised (Swann, 2022[334]; Keashly, 2019[332]). It has been 

argued that academic culture is susceptible to this behaviour because the dependency relationships, 

power differences, and interests of institutions are closely aligning with those in positions of power. A lack 

of action to address harassment allows inequalities to be perpetuated (Täuber et al., 2022[335]). 

Policy and practice examples 

In Europe on national and EU levels, despite widespread efforts, the under-representation of women in 

academia persists (EC, 2021[264]). While there were many improvements, higher education continues to be 

a sector with significant inequalities (Clavero and Galligan, 2021[336]). It remains unclear which measures 

are the most effective in bringing improvements (EC, 2018[104]). This is also observed in the Nordic 

countries, some of the countries worldwide with the highest levels of gender equality and most pro-active 

gender-related policies. The persistence of gender segregation in academia presents a significant 

challenge to policy making on issues of diversity. A hypothesis from Denmark suggests that gender equality 

is not achieved because much of the policy is driven by the state and interventions are on the state level, 

thus there is a lack of institutional responsibility, which they see as a failure of state policy (Nielsen, 

2016[277]). 

The academic literature suggests that policy should try to adjust career appraisal to include indicators that 

better reflect the contributions of women (Galán-Muros, Bouckaert and Roser, 2023[337]). One of the ways 

to achieve that is to better reflect career breaks by taking into consideration ‘academic age’ which reflects 

how much time people spend in academia. An advice paper by the League of European 

Research Universities (LERU) provides a few examples of how member universities have tried to better 

manage parental and family leave  (Hopkins, 2020[338]). Attempts have made the hiring and promotion 

committees more diverse and have promoted contextual recruitment, which promotes candidates with 

fewer opportunities (Overlaet, 2022[190]). While much work is done to create diversity policies, less effort is 

made in implementing them and putting them into practice (Bourabain, 2020[294]).  

Gender distribution is the most frequent policy concern in national human resources strategies in European 

higher education systems (Eurydice and Crosier, 2019[6]). Equal opportunities in higher education staffing 

are covered by regulation in most surveyed OECD countries, mostly as part of the legislation on public 

sector employees. However, aiming for gender balance is regulated in only seven jurisdictions and in 
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Japan, which covers it as part of collective bargaining. A similar lack of regulation is visible regarding the 

inclusion of minorities, which is also regulated only in seven countries (Golden, Troy and Weko, 2021[32]).  

In the Flemish Community of Belgium, the share of women is one of the parameters included in the 

recently updated formula for allocating research funding to universities. The Special Research Fund (BOF) 

also requires institutions to show how they will ensure that women and immigrants are adequately 

represented in the research workforce (OECD, 2019[12]).  

In 2008, Germany launched the initial round of the Women Professors Programme (WPP) seeking to 

increase the number of women professors in Germany. The WPP offers institutions additional external 

funding for professorships and institutions use the funds to finance gender-equality policies. Evaluation 

studies have shown that the proportion of women professors has increased substantially and more than 

would have been expected without the programme (Löther, 2019[339]). The evaluation of the third funding 

phase (2017-22) has also concluded positive impacts on both participating institutions and overall women's 

participation in the system. However, the evaluation identified some challenges, including the high 

complexity of project administration and the short duration of the programme (five years), which limits long-

term effects. Furthermore, institutional participation seems to be skewed towards universities, with lower 

participation from non-university and smaller institutions. Some of the concerns are that smaller institutions 

lack the institutional capacity to apply for and implement the programme (Biela et al., 2022[340]). Data from 

ETER show that the representation of women academics in universities of applied science in Germany is 

about 33%, while in universities women make up 41% of academic staff (2023[266]). The Federal Ministry 

for Education and Research (BMBF) has integrated many of these concerns in the new funding phase. 

The fourth edition of the programme will run for eight years (2023-30), and will allow for co-operation 

between institutions, thereby combining their capacity, and also simplifying the administrative 

arrangements (BMBF, 2022[341]). 
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This section will explore the intersection of academic careers and staffing policies with internationalisation. 

As de Wit and Altbach (2020[342]) wrote, the understanding of internationalisation in policy has been 

broadened in the last few years. Mobilities and other activities of internationalisation abroad remain a 

dominant feature of internationalisation policies. This will also be evident in this section, where the available 

evidence and data is mostly related to mobilities. However, attention is now increasingly also paid to other 

internationalisation activities such as making internationalisation a more strategic priority and accessible 

to more students and staff (Egron-Polak et al., 2015[343]). This section will explore five broad topics within 

internationalisation: 

1. Academic international mobility, looking at patterns, drivers, barriers, benefits, and related 

concerns, examining all three types of international mobility: permanent move, short- and long-

term mobility (Morano-Foadi, 2005[344]).  

2. Internationalisation at home, looking at efforts to provide international experiences within domestic 

institutions, through the introduction of international elements in formal and informal curricula and 

the recruitment of international students and staff. 

3. Internationalisation of research, looking at transnational collaborations between academics in 

research and its dissemination.  

4. Transnational education and provision, looking at the role of academics in the development and 

implementation of dual and joint degrees, international branch campuses and franchise provision. 

5. Transnational institutional partnerships, looking at the implications for academics of strategic and 

institutional-level collaborations to embed and support the various internationalisation activities. 

Indicators and data availability 

An important factor in accounting for international activity is the association of academics and their activities 

with countries. Different studies take different approaches, some look at citizenship or nationality, others 

consider the country of academic training, or just look whether academic has been active in multiple 

jurisdictions. Each approach has its limits, but lack of definitional clarity is hindering some of the 

comparative work (Rumbley and de Wit, 2019[345]; Huang et al., 2023[346]). In the case of international 

research collaboration, studies have also used the location of the institution and country of the journal or 

publisher to determine whether a publication is international.  

Reliable data on the international mobility of academic staff are scarce, with no countries recording 

comprehensive data that tracks their migration flows. While some countries, such as Canada (Statistics 

Canada, 2021[31]) or Slovak Republic (Slovak Ministry of Education, 2023[347]), provide information on the 

stock of foreign-born academic staff, such figures provide little insight into the mobility experience of 

academics. 

The most comprehensive data on academics’ mobility covering multiple OECD countries is the MORE 

study, which captures only researchers within higher education, mostly in Europe. The summary of these 

data is presented in Figure 11, looking at the share of researchers with experience of short- and long-term 

7 Internationalisation 
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international mobility in the past 10 years of their post-PhD career. With few exceptions (Luxembourg, 

Switzerland, Norway, Austria, Ireland, Germany, and Slovenia), the more dominant form of international 

experience is short-term mobility. The graph also looks at the share of researchers with citizenship of a 

given country who, at the time of the study, were working in another country. There are stark differences 

between countries with the highest share, Luxembourg (71%), Switzerland (49%) and Denmark (37%), 

compared to Italy, Romania, Croatia, and Greece with between 0-1% of their researchers currently abroad. 

The tendency among the countries with the lowest share of researchers working currently abroad is more 

instances of short-term mobilities (EC, 2019[242]).  

Figure 11. International mobility of European researchers in higher education (2019) 

Share of researchers in higher education that were previously internationally mobile or are currently abroad. 

 

Note: Adapted from EC (2019[242]), MORE 4 study (indicator tool), https://www.more-4.eu/indicator-tool (accessed on 24 July 2023). 

Mobility includes researchers (R2-R4) who have worked abroad during the past 10 years of their career after PhD, the graph excludes mobility 

during PhD and PhD level researchers. Short-term mobility for up to 3 months, long-term mobility for 3 or more months.  

Researchers abroad signify a share of researchers currently employed outside the country (countries) of their citizenship.  

1. OECD accession country 

2. Not OECD member 

The MORE study found a decrease in the share of internationally mobile researchers between 2012 and 

2019. For those mobile for three or more months, the share fell from 31% in 2012 to 27% in 2019. For 

short-term mobility, the decrease has been more dramatic from 41% to 32% in the same period. The 

MORE4 survey has also looked at the international mobility of doctoral candidates, by asking those 

currently enrolled in PhD programmes (R1) and those in postdocs or equivalent positions (R2). The survey 

has found that 16% obtained their PhD outside the country of their citizenship. Another 24% have been 
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mobile during their PhD for 3 and more months. This share has also increased since 2012, when only 18% 

have been internationally mobile for a period of more than three months (EC, 2021[243]).  

Eurostat collects data on the share of staff participating in the Erasmus+ staff mobility actions, although 

the figures can at best be considered indicative of the shares of participants, given differences in definitions 

of academic staff by country and substantial missing national data in some cases (Lam and Ferencz, 

2021[348]). The Erasmus+ participant reports collect a large amount of information and data through an 

annual survey of mobile staff. So far, these data have mostly been analysed at a relatively high level of 

aggregation through Erasmus+ annual reports and factsheets, thereby offering little insight for deeper 

comparative studies (EC, 2021[349]).   

To explore the potential of these data further, nine Erasmus+ participating countries joined efforts and 

commissioned the Academic Cooperation Association (ACA) to conduct an exploratory data mining 

exercise of the data covering the period 2014-19. They found that total staff mobility has nearly doubled in 

the period, especially substantial was the increase in staff mobility to and from partner countries (those 

outside Erasmus+ Programme). International mobility of staff for teaching has decreased in the period, 

while mobility for training remained stable. (Lam and Ferencz, 2021[348]). As highlighted in the exploratory 

report, a more centralised approach to collecting and linking the existing datasets would enable more 

comparative in-depth analysis.  

Another aspect of internationalisation captured in data are research collaborations, comparison between 

countries can be found in the UNESCO Science report 2021. The publication count was based on Scopus 

and excluded publications in social sciences, arts, and humanities. While there are limits to the 

methodology, the results show important patterns and trends. Researchers in all OECD countries produced 

about 5.6 million publications in the period 2014-16 and about 5.9 million publications in the period 2017-

19. The share of international co-authorship between two periods has increased from 45.6% to 49.6%. 

The overview of the countries in Table 10 includes the share of publications with international co-authors 

and the list of leading three collaborators for each country. All countries experienced an increase in the 

number of publications and the number of publications with international co-authors. However the share of 

publications with international authors has slightly decreased in Bulgaria (OECD accession country) and 

Costa Rica. The United States was the most common collaborator country (UNESCO, 2021[16]). 

Table 10. Publications with international co-authors by country 

Comparison between period 2014-16 and 2017-19 

  Share of publications with international co-authors (%) 

Top 3 collaborators   2014-16 2017-19 

Australia 53.9 60.6 United States, China, United Kingdom 

Austria 63.9 68.0 Germany, United States, United Kingdom 

Belgium 66.3 70.7 United States, United Kingdom, France 

Bulgaria (1) 48.9 46.4 Germany, Italy, United States 

Canada 52.1 56.3 United States, China, United Kingdom 

Chile 64.2 67.4 United States, Spain, United Kingdom 

Colombia 48.6 51.0 United States, Spain, Brazil 

Costa Rica 76.3 75.6 United States, Spain, Brazil 

Croatia (1) 42.7 47.8 Italy, Germany, United Kingdom 

Cyprus (2) 69.9 73.6 Greece, United Kingdom, United States 

Czechia 42.5 48.0 Germany, United States, United Kingdom 

Denmark 61.4 66.7 United States, United Kingdom, Germany 

Estonia 61.7 70.5 Germany, Finland, United Kingdom 

Finland 60.2 65.7 United States, United Kingdom, Germany 

France 54.5 58.9 United States, United Kingdom, Germany 
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  Share of publications with international co-authors (%) 

Top 3 collaborators   2014-16 2017-19 

Germany 50.2 53.6 United States, United Kingdom, France 

Greece 50.7 55.2 United Kingdom, United States, Italy 

Hungary 52.2 54.8 Germany, United States, United Kingdom 

Iceland 78.5 82.5 United States, Sweden, United Kingdom 

Ireland 60.9 65.0 United Kingdom, United States, Germany 

Israel 51.2 53.8 United States, Germany, United Kingdom 

Italy 46.4 50.0 United States, United Kingdom, Germany 

Japan 26.3 29.8 United States, China, Germany 

Korea 27.1 28.5 United States, China, Japan 

Latvia 39.5 45.1 Germany, Russia, United Kingdom 

Lithuania 45.1 54.3 Germany, United States, United Kingdom 

Luxembourg 78.2 80.8 Germany, France, United Kingdom 

Malta (2) 60.7 62.9 United Kingdom, Italy, Germany 

Mexico 41.2 44.1 United States, Spain, United Kingdom 

Netherlands 60.7 65.2 United States, United Kingdom, Germany 

New Zealand 58.6 63.5 United States, Australia, United Kingdom 

Norway 61.5 64.2 United States, United Kingdom, Germany 

Poland 30.5 34.3 United States, Germany, United Kingdom 

Portugal 52.6 56.8 Spain, United Kingdom, United States 

Romania (1) 35.5 36.8 France, Germany, Italy 

Slovak Republic 44.8 49.4 Czechia, Poland, Germany 

Slovenia 54.2 59.1 Italy, Germany, United States 

Spain 50.1 53.8 United States, United Kingdom, Italy 

Sweden 63.2 68.4 United States, United Kingdom, Germany 

Switzerland 68.4 71.8 United States, Germany, United Kingdom 

Türkiye 21.3 24.6 United States, United Kingdom, Germany 

United Kingdom 57.6 63.2 United States, Germany, China 

United States 36.4 39.9 China, United Kingdom, Germany 

Note: Adapted from UNESCO (2021[16]), UNESCO Science Report 2021: the Race Against Time for Smarter Development (statistical annex), 

https://www.unesco.org/reports/science/2021/en/statistics. 

Publication counts are based on data from Scopus (Elsevier), data treatment by Science-Metrix. Publication counts exclude publications in 

Social sciences, Arts and Humanities. Publication was counted as international if the address field included two different countries, count 

excluded publications with the field not filled.  

1. OECD accession country 

2. Not OECD member  

The increasing trend of international research collaborations has also been seen in the MORE4 study, with 

slight increases between 2019 and 2016. In 2019, 63% of researchers collaborated with researchers in 

their country, 65% with other researchers in EU countries, and 49% with researchers from non-EU 

countries. Between two survey collections, the share of researchers who collaborated with researchers in 

another country increased by 2 percentage points in case of EU countries and 3 percentage points for 

collaborations with researchers outside EU (EC, 2021[243]). 

There is limited internationally comparative data on internationalisation at home, transnational education 

and provision, and transnational institutional partnerships. Available evidence on these dimensions is 

presented in the next sub-section.  

https://www.unesco.org/reports/science/2021/en/statistics
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Research and evidence on the topic 

Two surveys among institutional representatives have recently captured the variety of internationalisation 

activities that higher education institutions within the European Higher Education Area conduct. The 

European Association for International Education (EAIE) received more than 2 000 responses to its 2018 

survey, focused on activities related to education, with institutions asked to evaluate each 

internationalisation activity in terms of whether it is undertaken, and the priority placed on it. The second 

survey was conducted by the European University Association (EUA) and gathered over 200 responses. 

This survey focused on research functions to a greater extent than the EAIE survey. Results from both 

surveys are presented in Table 11, with the internationalisation activities used in the two surveys matched 

to the extent possible.  

Table 11. Internationalisation activities in European higher education institutions 

1) EAIE Barometer 2018 2) EUA survey 2020 

Internationalisation activity  Undertaken Priority Internationalisation activity Undertaken 

Int. mobility of home students 90% 68% Student credit mobility  95% 

   EU research projects 91% 

Int. mobility of home staff 84% 39% Staff mobility 90% 

Int. student recruitment 76% 53% Attracting international degree students 80% 

Programmes in non-local language 68% 33%   

Campus internationalisation 68% 26%   

Joint/dual/double degrees 64% 29% Joint degree programmes  77% 

   Co-operation projects in teaching and learning 73% 

   Bilateral research collaboration  71% 

Courses developing int. awareness 62% 18%   

Int. strategic partnerships 61% 38%   

Int. staff recruitment 53% 20%   

   Multilateral research collaboration (outside EU) 51% 

Internationalisation staff training 49% 10%   

Internationalisation of home curriculum 46% 21%   

Int. rankings focused activities 42% 18%   

Distance/online/blended learning 36% 6%   

Capacity building in developing 

countries 
34% 7%   

Engagement with local community 34% 5%   

Branch campuses/Transnational 

education  
17% 4% Branch campuses 9% 

   Shared assets 8% 

Note: Table created based on results from EAIE Barometer 2018 survey and EUA survey in 2020 as adopted from 1) Sandström, A. and R. 

Hudson (2018[350]), The EAIE Barometer: Internationalisation in Europe (second edition), https://www.eaie.org/our-

resources/library/publication/Research-and-trends/eaie-barometer-second-edition.html (accessed on 4 September 2023) and 2) Claeys-Kulik, 

A., T. Jørgensen and H. Stöber (2020[351]), International strategic institutional partnerships and the European Universities Initiative (Results of 

the EUA survey), https://eua.eu/downloads/publications/eua%20international%20partnerships%20survey.pdf (accessed on 4 September 2023). 

Answers between two surveys were matched by the OECD Secretariat. Responses ranked by share of responders who say their institution is 

undertaking the activity in the EAIE Barometer survey.  

The limited available literature on the subject suggests that the focus and resources dedicated to 

encouraging the international mobility of academic staff is modest compared to the emphasis the same 

institutions place on the international mobility of students, and it appears that, in many institutions, staff 

mobility is not an area of policy focus (Colucci et al., 2014[352]). This is confirmed by the results of two 

https://www.eaie.org/our-resources/library/publication/Research-and-trends/eaie-barometer-second-edition.html
https://www.eaie.org/our-resources/library/publication/Research-and-trends/eaie-barometer-second-edition.html
https://eua.eu/downloads/publications/eua%20international%20partnerships%20survey.pdf


No. 91 – The state of academic careers in OECD countries – an evidence review   66 

 OECD EDUCATION POLICY PERSPECTIVES © OECD 2024   
  

surveys presented above, in which student mobility is shown to be the most frequent internationalisation 

activity among higher education institutions and it has higher priority than staff mobility. The EAIE 

Barometer shows that while recruitment of international students is not as frequent an activity as the 

mobility of domestic academics, it is given higher priority by the responding institutions.  

More generally, literature on the internationalisation of higher education focuses to a large extent on 

international research co-operation and international research funding. This probably reflects the scale of 

international co-operation in research globally and the resources attached. In terms of internationalisation 

within the area of education, joint degree programmes, activities to internationalise home curricula and 

strategic institutional partnerships are widespread in European higher education, while transnational 

provision in the form of branch campuses is relatively limited (Claeys-Kulik, Jørgensen and Stöber, 

2020[351]; Sandström and Hudson, 2018[350]).  

Internationalisation strategies in higher education are becoming more common both on the system and 

institutional level, notably in Europe. Within the European Union, member states are encouraged to 

develop comprehensive international strategies (OECD, 2020[1]) and, according to Arnhold et al. (2017[5]), 

internationalisation strategies had already been implemented in most member states by 2016/17. The latter 

study points to a trend in EU member states to develop more systematic national-level internationalisation 

strategies, including defined mobility targets (as in Lithuania, Finland and Slovenia), performance-based 

indicators (Arnhold et al., 2017[5]), policies on staff mobility without targets (e.g. Norway and Germany) or 

a general focus on staff mobility as part of the overall approach to internationalisation of higher education 

(e.g. France and Estonia) (Racké, Forsthuber and Crosier, 2013[353]; OECD, 2020[1]; EC, EACEA and 

Eurydice, 2018[146]). Most European higher education institutions have internationalisation strategies, 

either as standalone documents or as part of general institutional strategies. The EUA survey cited above 

found that nearly all institutions have a strategy (Claeys-Kulik, Jørgensen and Stöber, 2020[351]), while the 

EAIE Barometer also found that most public institutions have internationalisation in their strategy, although 

this is less frequent in specialised, smaller, or private institutions (Sandström and Hudson, 2018[350]). There 

is evidence that having a clear strategy for internationalisation can advance institutional pursuit of some 

internationalisation activities (Ho, Klemenčič and Bello, 2023[354]). 

Literature reviewed for this report nevertheless also highlights some of the challenges faced by institutions 

in their pursuit of internationalisation. Internationalisation initiatives are frequently “top-down”, with 

presidents or chief academic officers often driving efforts to internationalise from an internal perspective 

and government policy acting as an external driver, along with university rankings and, in Europe, EU 

policies (Egron-Polak et al., 2015[343]). However, for international activities to succeed and become 

embedded in institutional practice in the long term, it is important that they secure “buy-in” from academics 

(Angouri, 2023[355]). While funding was seen as a major obstacle to internationalisation in the EAIE 

Barometer (39% of responses mention it as challenge), a lack of commitment by some academics was a 

close second (38%). This might partially be explained by insufficient recognition of the value of 

internationalisation (Sandström and Hudson, 2018[350]). In a survey among academics from multiple 

European universities conducted in 2017, only a third felt that their international mobility experiences were 

acknowledged and valued by their university (Cannizzaro, Ball and Rachel–Naseem, 2018[356]). With many 

other elements being considered in performance appraisal, internationalisation is not typically seen as a 

priority topic to consider (Racké, Forsthuber and Crosier, 2013[353]). In a survey among co-ordinators of 

various EU projects supporting international partnerships in higher education that examined barriers to 

international co-operation, 44% of respondents mentioned a lack of incentives for staff (Karvounaraki et al., 

2018[357]). 

Differences in the attractiveness of higher education systems have translated into asymmetric mobility 

flows among academic staff. Historically, international mobility of researchers and academic staff was 

mostly associated with elite academics, but it has increasingly become accessible to many faculty 

members (Huang et al., 2023[346]). However, inequalities remain in the directions in which academics move 

geographically. On a global level, mobility flows tend to go from the Global South to the Global North 
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(e.g. from Africa and Asia into OECD countries) and mobility is often one way and disproportionately 

directed towards elite European and American universities (Docquier and Rapoport, 2012[358]; Mills, 

2022[359]). Within the OECD and Europe in particular, countries with weaker higher education system 

experience brain drain towards the most elite systems (Khan, 2021[360]). The MORE4 survey found 

particularly high levels of “escape” mobility – where academics are “pushed” away from their environment 

because of lack of funding or opportunity - in countries such as Italy, Slovenia, Luxembourg, Estonia, and 

Latvia, due to an absence of opportunities to develop a career in academia at home (EC, 2021[243]). The 

EAIE Barometer found differences between geographical regions within Europe, with institutions in 

Northern and Western Europe prioritising strategic partnerships and institutions in the Eastern and 

Southern Europe rather seeking to provide mobility opportunities for their staff (Sandström and Hudson, 

2018[350]). Such unbalanced flows have spurred debates on the unintended consequences of international 

staff mobility and its potential drawbacks (EC, 2018[104]).   

International mobility is frequently pursued by academics who have already experienced mobility in the 

past. A study of international mobility of academic staff supported by the EU’s Erasmus+ programme found 

that 63% of participants had already undertaken mobility through Erasmus+ (Lam and Ferencz, 2021[348]). 

The MORE studies had similar observations, finding that researchers are either regularly mobile, with 

frequent participation in both short- and long-term mobilities, or they rarely move (EC, 2021[243]). A study 

by Netz and Jaksztat (2017[361]) in Germany found that experience of mobility as a student is a significant 

predictor of plans and actual participation in international mobility among academic staff.  

Opportunities to engage in international networking appear to be the most important incentive for research-

active staff to engage in international mobility within the EU, with some degree of heterogeneity between 

researchers by gender, seniority and across countries. The Erasmus+ Higher Education Impact Study (EC, 

2019[362]) found that the key drivers of mobility for academics are networking and collaboration (93% of 

surveyed academics with experience of international mobility), developing field knowledge (93%) and the 

opportunity to experience different teaching and learning methods (89%). As this survey also includes non-

research academics, it provides a more complete assessment of drivers of mobility among academics. 

This was also confirmed by the ACA, which found that professional networking is the most important 

motivation for international mobility within Erasmus+ (Lam and Ferencz, 2021[348]). The MORE4 study 

found also that key drivers of mobility include opportunities for international networking (87%), research 

autonomy (85%), working with leading scientists (83%), and career progression (81%) (EC, 2021[243]). 

While these drivers tend to be related to professional development, there are additional factors, such as 

romantic relationships or other personal reasons, that might motivate academics to be mobile. This was 

especially observed in the context of Central and Eastern European countries (Luczaj, 2019[363]).  

However, personal or family reasons can also act as a major barrier to international mobility. The Erasmus+ 

study indicates that personal relationships and family reasons were key barriers to being mobile for 67% 

of respondents. Other reasons for not engaging in mobility cited include responsibilities in the home 

institution (64%), difficulties in finding an appropriate foreign hosting institution (51%) and lack of 

information about the Erasmus+ programme (50%). These patterns were slightly different for non-EU staff 

who also perceived personal or family reasons as the main hurdle to moving long-term to the EU, but also 

frequently stressed concerns about visas and the absence of funding for mobility (EC, 2019[362]). The 

MORE4 study suggested that there was a narrowing of the gender gap between women and men who 

have undertaken long-term mobility from about nine percentage points in 2012 to three percentage points 

in 2019. However, caring responsibilities continue to inhibit long-term mobility, with 26% of researchers 

with children having had a long-term mobility experience, in contrast to 37% of researchers without children 

(EC, 2021[243]; OECD, 2021[9]).  

Difficulty with return and poor conditions when working abroad are other concerns connected with 

international mobility. At an individual level, academics abroad may face difficulties regarding the right to 

stay, visas, employment, and welfare benefits. The rise of anti-immigrant sentiments has led some 

countries to introduce new requirements and change eligibility rules for certain benefits (OECD, 2021[9]). 
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For longer mobility, there are serious concerns about returning to the home country, gradual disconnection 

from local networks and risks around the incompatibility of acquired knowledge with home-country teaching 

and learning (Netz, Hampel and Aman, 2020[364]). The return is especially difficult in higher education 

systems with academic inbreeding, as a loss of connections can hinder access to certain positions (OECD, 

2021[9]). There is also a risk that host institutions may run short-term programmes for academics from less 

developed higher education systems to raise revenue and only superficially engage with visiting 

colleagues, as was experienced by mobile academics from Kazakhstan (Kuzhabekova et al., 2021[365]). 

International mobility fosters the development of international networks with positive consequences for 

research output and quality. International mobility is linked to increased levels of international collaboration 

between academic staff and positive externalities for research productivity and impact (OECD, 2020[1]). A 

systematic review of research published on the effects of international mobility finds robust evidence about 

the resulting expansion of professional networks. The evidence also suggests a slightly positive effect on 

research productivity, impact and the subsequent career progression of internationally mobile academic 

staff (Netz, Hampel and Aman, 2020[364]). Survey data on international mobility patterns among 

researchers working in 16 countries confirm that foreign-born scientists and returnees have larger 

international research networks than native, non-mobile researchers (Scellato, Franzoni and Stephan, 

2015[366]). This is also confirmed by the self-reported responses of academics in the Erasmus+ impact 

study, who reported positive impacts from mobility on networking, the development of skills and recognition 

in the academic community (EC, 2019[362]). A study among Fulbright academics in the United States found 

similar results, with returning academics having increased collaboration with colleagues at their host 

institution (Haupt, 2021[367]).  

International mobility can help academics to develop professionally and enhance the quality of teaching 

and learning. A survey among academics in European universities found that 83% of academics believed 

that colleagues who had engaged in international staff exchanges had benefitted professionally from this 

experience (Cannizzaro, Ball and Rachel–Naseem, 2018[356]). The survey found two major ways in which 

mobility can help to enhance the quality of teaching and learning. First, the experience with teaching and 

observing teaching in different institutional settings can help to challenge academics’ own assumptions 

and practices, thus leading to self-reflection and possible change upon return (Kafarski and Kazak, 

2022[368]). Second, the course structure and curricula from the institutions visited can become a basis for 

designing new study programmes in the home institution (Orosz and Craciun, 2018[369]). The Erasmus+ 

impact study also found self-reported perceived positive benefits when it comes to teaching and curriculum 

development. Academic staff participating in the programme reported making greater use of innovative 

teaching methods and open educational resources, as well as fostering greater connections with the labour 

market, with the greatest reported gains among staff from Eastern European countries. Additionally, the 

Erasmus+ study found perceived benefits in terms of developing intercultural understanding and the 

improvement of generic transversal social competencies (EC, 2019[362]).  

These results are largely in line with findings from ACA in their study in nine Erasmus+ countries, which 

highlights the positive impact of mobility on innovation in teaching practices – an effect reported by over 

50% of respondents (Lam and Ferencz, 2021[348]). Evidence from interviews with Spanish academics that 

have been internationally mobile suggests that their teaching has evolved as they were exposed to new 

teaching practices (Groves, López and Carvalho, 2017[370]). In Korea, academics who have gained their 

PhDs abroad have been key actors in updating curricula and bringing new teaching methods to the 

programmes in which they teach (Shin, 2012[371]). A smaller-scale survey among European academics 

who participated in Erasmus+ teaching mobility found that their mobility had helped them to adapt to the 

different needs and expectations of students (55% of surveyed academics that participated in mobility), be 

more conscious regarding their approach to teaching (53%), understand the needs of international 

students (52%), and improve their pedagogical competences (47%) (Horváth et al., 2020[372]). As illustrated 

by the discussion above, much existing evidence about internationalisation in teaching and learning relies 

on self-reporting of impacts by self-selecting populations of academics who have participated in mobility. 
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More systematic and robust research is needed to clarify the impact of international mobility on teaching 

and learning.  

Internationalisation at home offers the potential to provide international dimension to the professional 

practice of a wider section of the academic community in comparison to the minority of academics that can 

be physically mobile (Egron-Polak et al., 2015[343]). There are three general approaches to 

internationalisation at home: 1) internationalisation of the curriculum; 2) recruitment of international 

students; and 3) recruitment of international staff or staff returning from international mobility. A chapter by 

Ho, Klemenčič and Bello (2023[354]) examines these elements based on data from the “Academic 

Profession in the Knowledge-based Society” (APIKS) survey among academics. The findings find great 

variation between participating countries in terms of the emphasis placed on different forms of 

internationalisation at home. Most higher education systems place emphasis on one or only two of the 

three elements noted above. In the Americas (Argentina, Canada, Chile, Mexico), the focus tends to be on 

including international perspectives in teaching, while in Europe (Croatia, Estonia, Finland, Germany, 

Lithuania, Portugal, Russia, Slovenia, Sweden, Switzerland and Türkiye) the strongest emphasis is on 

promoting the short-term mobility of students and partially on recruitment of international students. There 

are however differences between European countries in terms of the emphasis they place on including 

international elements in teaching. The strongest reported emphasis can be observed in Türkiye, Portugal, 

Slovenia, Estonia, and Croatia, while the lowest scores were reported from Germany, Finland, and 

Switzerland. There are also significant differences between disciplines, as they have different approaches 

to including an international or global perspective in teaching (Ho, Klemenčič and Bello, 2023[354]). 

Immigrant academics were found to be more likely to include and emphasise international elements in their 

courses (McGinn, Ratković and Wolhunter, 2013[373]). However, analysts suggest that international 

experiences on their own are not sufficient to enhance the international dimension of curricula, but need 

to be complemented by professional learning that can help academics to design and deliver curriculum 

which is more internationally oriented (Egron-Polak et al., 2015[343]).  

International research collaboration is one of the most prominent features of internationalisation in higher 

education. The UNESCO Science report 2021 found that nearly half of research publications (49.6%) in 

OECD countries during the period 2017-19 have an international co-author (as seen in Table 10). The 

widespread use of electronic communications has made research collaboration across national boundaries 

much more frequent (Marginson, 2021[374]). Aksnes and Sivertsen (2023[375]) found in their analysis that 

the share of publications with co-authors from different countries has increased from 5% in 1980 to 26% 

in 2021. The UNESCO Science report has presented a similar figure, highlighting that nearly one-quarter 

(23%) of publications globally in the period 2017-19 have co-authors from different countries (UNESCO, 

2021[16]).  

Patterns of research collaboration seem to be dependent on the scale of the research system, economic 

development, and relations between countries, smaller countries are more internationally collaborative 

(Aksnes and Sivertsen, 2023[375]). Co-authorship with international partners is particularly common in low-

income countries (71%) (UNESCO, 2021[16]). As noted, evidence also suggests a strong link between 

international collaborations and research productivity (Orosz and Craciun, 2018[369]). Collaboration and 

internationalisation are the strongest predictors of high productivity in research, whether it is through 

international collaboration, publishing abroad or research with international scope (Kwiek, 2015[376]). 

Publications that are products of international collaboration are also more impactful, at least in terms of the 

citations they receive (Aksnes and Sivertsen, 2023[375]). The strong focus on research collaboration could 

be explained by the evolution of incentive structures, both funding and rankings, which have come to value 

the share of international faculty and international publications (de Wit and Altbach, 2020[342]).  

The growth of transnational education and transnational providers creates new challenges for academic 

staff. While there are limited data points, evidence suggests that there has been a considerable growth of 

transnational education (dual, double, or joint degree programmes) in recent years (Egron-Polak et al., 

2015[343]). Challenges associated with successfully implementing transnational educational collaboration 
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include aligning differences between partners, approaches to pedagogy, content differences and student 

learning behaviours (EC, 2020[377]). Management of these programmes also tends to require a higher 

number of academic and administrative staff per student (Palermo, Bisignano and Mercado, 2018[378]). 

Furthermore, a growing number of universities, frequently from OECD countries, have gone beyond 

educational collaboration and have opened, or intend to establish, branch campuses abroad. While these 

campuses offer new educational opportunities, they often face staffing difficulties (Escrivà-Beltran, Muñoz-

de-Prat and Villó, 2019[379]). Staff willing to transfer from the home campus often need to take on additional 

roles, as the branch campuses often do not provide the same level of infrastructure to support staff as 

main campuses (Owens and Lane, 2014[380]). Furthermore, academic staff that move are often pushed to 

align their research focus with local needs and create local impact (Paniagua, Villó and Escrivà-Beltran, 

2022[381]). A common challenge with both transnational education and branch campuses is the need for 

staff and curricula to re-adjust to the education system and culture of the host country (Palermo, Bisignano 

and Mercado, 2018[378]).  

Transnational institutional partnerships help to make international collaboration more sustainable and bring 

potential benefits, but face challenges, notably in terms of recognising staff efforts and achieving the “buy-

in” of academic staff. Transnational institutional partnerships are a form of collaboration between two or 

more higher education institutions in different countries that are long-term in nature and include more than 

student exchange or a specific project (Claeys-Kulik, Jørgensen and Stöber, 2020[351]). Frequently 

international co-operation in higher education institutions depends on the actions of individual academics 

and takes place at the level of faculties or departments meaning that it is not part of an institutional strategy 

and may lack sustainability. Establishing institution-level partnerships, might be expected to help to make 

the collaborations more sustainable (EC, 2022[382]) and potentially remove the responsibility for sustaining 

co-operation from individual academics.  

The most prominent policy example in this space is the European Universities Initiative (EUI), supported 

by the EU. The EUI alliances are quite diverse in their background and focus, with some building on existing 

partnerships and others including institutions that have not been extensively involved in collaboration 

before. In the medium to long term, the alliances are expected to play an important role in the 

transformation of EU higher education, but at the time of writing, are mostly concerned with the 

establishment of governance and legal structures (Charret, 2022[383]). A survey conducted by the European 

University Association (EUA) found that enhancing the quality of teaching and learning is the most frequent 

expected benefit of alliances (Claeys-Kulik, Jørgensen and Stöber, 2020[351]).  

While EUI alliances are still in their initial phase, the greatest risk surrounding the ultimate goal of involving 

large sections of the academic communities in participating institutions in international activities appears 

to be lack of incentives for academics to become involved in a sustained manner. A study examining the 

potential implementation of the EUI identified lack of incentives for academics to get involved as the top 

barrier to organising and implementing the alliances (Karvounaraki et al., 2018[357]). Similar concerns were 

also identified in a survey by the EUA, which found that 72% of respondents felt that it would be challenging 

to get sustained commitment from academics in institutions participating in the EUI. This share was higher 

than concerns about student demand (64%), the commitment of administrative staff (62%) or the 

commitment of leadership (46%) (Claeys-Kulik, Jørgensen and Stöber, 2020[351]). A recent report by one 

of the EUI alliances also highlights challenge with the recognition of the work and efforts of staff (Angouri, 

2023[355]).  

Part of the challenge appears to be that EUI alliances were initially closely associated with institutional 

leadership and international offices within higher education institutions, with limited involvement from 

academic staff in the development of the alliances (Frame and Curyło, 2022[384]). In general, 

internationalisation activities face challenges related to academic buy-in, and those concerns should be 

considered especially in the context of centralised – and thus at least partially “top-down” - policy initiatives 

from national governments or the EU (Angouri, 2023[355]). Even with internal challenges resolved, 

regulatory barriers remain that can make it challenging for EUI alliances to jointly recruit staff or second 
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them to partner institution (EC, 2022[382]). Despite these challenges, there are also great opportunities 

associated with EUI alliances, which should provide academics with more chances to collaborate with 

colleagues in their specific areas of work, share teaching and other resources within their partnership, and 

be exposed to different teaching and research cultures, inspiring change and innovation (Angouri, 

2023[355]). The evidence on the engagement and experience of academic staff within EUI alliances is limited 

at the time of writing and further research will be needed in this area to evaluate how successful the 

alliances are in involving academic staff and whether the expected benefits are materialised.  

A final topic raised in the international literature on internationalisation in higher education concerns the 

sustainability of current forms of internationalisation and the need for global co-operation to address 

challenges. First, there are concerns about the uneven mobility flows mentioned above and the 

accessibility of certain transnational spaces, which frequently require resources, and social and cultural 

capital to access them. Mobility patterns are partially shaped by the fact that academics from less 

developed higher education systems face barriers to accessing the leading higher education and research 

institutions (Demeter, 2019[385]). A second concern is the environmental costs of physical mobility, as it 

involves extensive travel, at a time when higher education is trying to reduce its carbon footprint (McCowan, 

2020[120]).  

Policy and practice examples 

Fostering internationalisation has been a major priority for European policy actors since the launch of the 

European Union’s Erasmus programme and the European Credit Transfer System (ECTS) in the late 

1980s and the subsequent development of the Bologna Process from 1999 onwards (Enders, 1998[386]; 

EC, 2022[2]). Erasmus+ is the EU’s main action to support academic staff mobility within the EU. The 

programme provides funding for staff to spend a period teaching and training abroad for a duration of up 

to two months. The Marie Skłodowska-Curie staff exchange action is another EU programme funding 

international mobility. The grants fund the mobility of seconded staff members from one month to one year 

and target researchers at any career stage, from PhD candidates to postdoctoral researchers, as well as 

administrative, technical, or managerial staff involved in research and innovation activities. Beyond 

concerted collaboration through these programmes and existing ad hoc bilateral or multilateral agreements 

between partner higher education institutions, individual countries or groups of countries have also 

engaged in several policy initiatives to promote the international mobility of staff (Helms et al., 2015[387]; 

OECD, 2020[1]). The recent European Universities Initiative is another example of policy supporting 

internationalisation within higher education.  

In a report on the resourcing of higher education systems in 29 OECD jurisdictions, Golden, Troy and 

Weko (2021[32]) highlight that half of the responding jurisdictions have targeted funding programmes for 

staff mobility. Several countries provide funds for international academics to visit their higher education 

and research institutions from abroad for professional reasons (e.g. Centre for International Mobility 

Scholarships in Finland, British Council grants in the United Kingdom, and the Fulbright Visiting Scholar 

Programme in the United States). Conversely, many countries also have grants and other programmes 

funding scholars who wish to go abroad for temporary visits. These include the Top 500 Innovators 

programme in Poland, the Fulbright Scholar Program in the United States, the Consejo Nacional de 

Ciencia y Tecnología (CONACyT) scholarships in Mexico and the Kristjan Jaak Scholarship programme 

in Estonia (OECD, 2020[1]). Another example is the Central European Exchange Program for 

University Studies (CEEPUS), a multilateral university exchange programme in the Danube region 

providing mobility grants to students and teachers. 

Some countries have also adopted legislation requiring universities to promote international mobility. In 

Spain, the Science, Technology, and Innovation Act states that geographic, inter-sectoral and inter-

disciplinary mobility is a right for researchers and academic staff. The Act requires universities and 
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research centres to promote the mobility of their personnel and makes mobility a criterion in the selection 

and promotion of staff (OECD, 2020[1]). In Sweden, the Knowledge without Borders – Higher Education in 

the Era of Globalisation law of 2008 requires universities to promote staff mobility with the government 

providing almost EUR 2 million of funding for these purposes annually since its implementation (OECD, 

2020[1]).  

Multiple countries have project-based research funding for international teams, in the United States, the 

National Science Foundation-funded Partnerships for International Research and Education (PIRE) 

programme, international co-operation programmes in Brazil managed by CAPES (Coordenação de 

Aperfeiçoamento de Pessoal de Nível Superior) or the Partenariats Hubert Curien in France (PHC) 

(OECD, 2020[1]).  

Finally, some countries have specific policies in place to repatriate the diaspora of academics working in 

other countries (e.g. RAÍCES programme in Argentina, the 100 Scholar Programme in China, and the 

Alon Programme in Israel) (OECD, 2020[1]). 
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This section reviews evidence on the academic freedom of individual academics. The concept of academic 

freedom lacks a universally accepted definition (Matei, 2020[388]). For example, in the context of the 

European Union, the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union recognises academic freedom, 

but Article 13 of the Charter focuses primarily on freedom in the arts and scientific research (EU, 2012[389]). 

In the more recent European Strategy for Universities, the European Commission employs a broad 

understanding of academic freedom, encompassing not only freedom for speech, thought, learning and 

research but also aspects of institutional autonomy and staff participation in governance (EC, 2022[2]). The 

interpretation of freedom also differs. In a negative interpretation, freedom is understood primarily as being 

free from censorship and state intervention. A positive interpretation of freedom involves, in addition, the 

existence of conditions in which academics are free to make decisions about what they teach, research 

and how they disseminate their work and ideas. Some authors argue that this latter interpretation of 

academic freedom implies academics need to participate in the governance of their institutions and enjoy 

employment security (Vatansever, 2022[390]). This distinction in different approaches to freedom is reflected 

in the “onion” model of academic freedom developed by Kováts and Rónay, as illustrated in Figure 12. 

Figure 12. The “onion” of academic freedom 

 

Source: Kováts, G. and Z. Rónay (2023[391]), How academic freedom is monitored: Overview of methods and procedures, 

https://doi.org/10.2861/45892.  

8 Academic freedom 
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The core of the model comprises three “essential” academic freedoms: 1) freedom to teach; 2) freedom to 

research; and 3) freedom to learn and study. This includes the right to determine the content and approach 

for research and teaching. The first layer encompasses freedom of expression and the dissemination of 

academic work, including the choice of form and venue. The second layer involves academic participation 

in decision-making, a pre-requisite for academics’ capacity to make decisions about their teaching and 

research. The third and fourth layers – institutional autonomy, employment security, and financial security 

– establish conditions that enable academics to express their views without fear of reprisal and to maintain 

effective control over resource allocation (Kováts and Rónay, 2023[391]).  

While this model of academic freedom envisions an expansive set of rights for individual academics, 

academic freedom comes with a set of obligations and responsibilities. Academic freedom of expression 

is distinct from general freedom of expression, which allows anyone a wide scope of self-expression, but 

in the case of academics, their professional expression is subject to quality requirements and 

responsibilities associated with the standards and norms of the academic community (Norwegian Ministry 

of Education and Research, 2022[392]). Especially, academics should avoid misleading statements, when 

communicating outside scholarly spaces and on topics outside of their professional expertise. Furthermore, 

UNESCO Recommendation concerning the Status of Higher-Education Teaching Personnel expects that 

academics will reflect the contemporary societal challenges (ILO and UNESCO, 2021[393]). Academic 

freedom is not absolute, rather it requires academics to reconcile their freedom with their responsibility 

towards society and their institution. The principles developed in an earlier OECD publication attempt to 

resolve this dichotomy by recognising the autonomy of academics in course design, freedom in selecting 

research topics and approaches, interpreting the results, and publishing them. But at the same time, they 

must integrate in their work institutional goals, priorities defined at the institution or system level and the 

need for them to be accountable for the outcomes of their academic activity. System-level authorities and 

institutions should provide support and conditions for them to meet these expectations (OECD, 2008, 

p. 176[394]). 

Academic freedom concerns the individual rights of members of the academic community, and it needs to 

be decoupled from the concept of institutional autonomy which concerns the flexibility to act across a range 

of fields available to institutions (Matei, 2020[388]). This evidence review is primarily focused on individual 

academic freedom concerning the core freedoms to teach, research, learn, and disseminate work. But it 

also recognises the strong role the contributing factors like participation in institutional governance, 

employment security, and financial security have.  

As mentioned in the introduction to this review, defining the category of academic staff is challenging, 

which has implications for whether academic freedom also applies to certain categories of staff. For 

example, it is unclear whether the academic freedom extends to certain categories of assistants and 

support staff, who do contribute and participate in teaching and research, but are not recognised as 

academic staff (Kováts and Rónay, 2023[391]).  

Academic freedom is increasingly becoming a prominent issue in politics. In the United States, multiple 

states have passed or are passing policies restricting topics that can be taught and funded (Kinzelbach 

et al., 2023[395]). In the United Kingdom, the issue was raised in connection to the Higher Education 

Freedom of Speech Act 2023, causing controversy (Freeman, 2023[396]). Elsewhere in Europe, academic 

freedom has become a prominent issue, notably in the case of a high-profile legal action that the European 

Commission brought against Hungary. Although the European Court of Justice ruled against Hungary in 

the case involving the Central European University, the judgement was largely based on trade rules rather 

than the principles of academic freedom stated in the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European 

Union (Kováts and Rónay, 2023[391]).  



No. 91 – The state of academic careers in OECD countries – an evidence review   75 

 OECD EDUCATION POLICY PERSPECTIVES © OECD 2024   
  

Indicators and data availability 

Matei notes that academic freedom measures “are multi-dimensional and are a matter of degree” (Matei, 

2018, p. 32[397]). No academic or higher education institution have absolute freedom or a complete lack of 

academic freedom.  

The first source of data on academic freedom is the global and longitudinal dataset by Varieties of 

Democracy (V-Dem), the Academic Freedom Index (AFI), which is based on scoring higher education 

systems on five indicators by country experts. The two most relevant indicators for academics are: 

1) freedom to research and teach, reflecting the existence of restrictions, interference, and incentives for 

self-censorship; and 2) freedom of academic exchange and dissemination, focusing on academic 

discourse and academics in public discourse. The other three indicators are more focused on contributory 

factors: 3) institutional autonomy in terms of external actor’s influence on decisions; 4) campus integrity 

reflecting the presence of surveillance, intimidation, violence and closures; and 5) freedom of academic 

and cultural expression, examining censorship and government sanctions (Spannagel and Kinzelbach, 

2022[398]).  

The overall AFI trend indicates a decline in academic freedom among OECD and EU member countries in 

the past decade. The average score among OECD countries went from 0.90 in 2012 to 0.85 a decade 

later, and among EU member states, the AFI score decreased from 0.93 in 2012 to 0.89 in 2022. Significant 

declines, as seen in Figure 13, occurred in Türkiye, Hungary, Mexico, Poland, and the United States 

(Coppedge et al., 2023[399]).  

Figure 13. Academic Freedom Index in OECD and EU member countries in 2012-22 

 

Note: Adapted from Coppedge et al. (2023[399]), V-Dem Dataset version 13 (dataset), https://doi.org/10.23696/vdemds23.  

A score of 1 would represent absolute observance of academic freedom. Ranked by Academic Freedom Index in 2022. 

While the majority of EU and OECD member countries still rank in the top 30% of systems globally, 

countries such as the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, New Zealand, the United States, Greece, and 
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Poland are only slightly above the middle of the ranking. Colombia, Mexico, and Japan are slightly below 

the global middle rank, with Hungary and Türkiye among the bottom 30% in terms of the AFI (Kinzelbach 

et al., 2023[395]). In the two AFI indicators closely related to individual academic freedom (variable: 

v2cafres_osp), the freedom to research and teach is reported to have significantly decreased over the past 

decade in Poland, the Netherlands, Mexico, and Türkiye. Meanwhile, the freedom of academic exchange 

and dissemination (variable: v2cafexch_osp) is reported to have substantially declined in Austria, Malta, 

Poland, the United States, Mexico, Hungary, and Türkiye (Coppedge et al., 2023[399]). While measures are 

taken to ensure national experts use objective criteria, the reliance on expert reporting limits the robustness 

of the AFI methodology. 

An alternative approach to systematically mapping academic freedom based on expert judgement involves 

analysing regulatory and legal provisions, as demonstrated by Karran, Beiter and Appiagyei-Atua 

(2017[400]) in their research. They investigated the level of detail of provisions and their interpretations within 

regulation and legislation within EU member states. The analysis looked at five aspects of academic 

freedom: 1) academic freedom for teaching and research; 2) institutional autonomy; 3) self-governance; 

4) job security; and 5) constitution and international agreements. The maximum number of points allocated 

for each aspect was 20, with varying weights for different indicators. Altogether the authors assessed 

systems against 37 indicators. The most relevant indicators for individual academics are within the aspect 

of institutional autonomy, regarding staff appointments, and all the indicators within the job security aspect. 

Within this aspect, the research team looked at both the de jure and de facto duration of contracts, 

provisions for contract termination in higher education and other legislation, and provisions for academic 

advancements (Karran, Beiter and Appiagyei-Atua, 2017[400]). While this approach took into consideration 

many aspects of academic freedom, the focus was on legal provisions and less on operational regulation 

(Maassen et al., 2023[401]). 

The results presented in Table 12 suggest that only a few EU countries have wide-ranging legislative or 

regulatory provisions for academic freedom. None of the EU member states are close to full compliance 

with the full legal protection proposed by the authors. The strongest rate of compliance seems to be around 

constitutional protections and ratifications of international agreements (aspect 5), while few countries have 

extensive provisions in higher education legislation (aspect 1). Compliance is even lower in other aspects, 

with job security and tenure protection (aspect 4) having on average the lowest score among all the aspects 

covered in the methodology (Karran, Beiter and Appiagyei-Atua, 2017[400]).  

Table 12. Legal provision of academic freedom in EU member states in 2015 

 

1. Academic freedom 

for teaching and 

research 

2. Institutional 

autonomy 

3. Self-

governance 
4. Job security 

5. Constitution 

and international 

agreements 

Total 

Greece 5 4.5 10.5 20 15.5 55.5 

France 20 7 6.5 15.5 14 63 

Italy 10 9 8 11.5 19 57.5 

Spain 15 8.5 12 11 20 66.5 

Portugal 10 9 11.5 10.5 20 61 

Ireland 15 12.5 3 10.5 11.5 52.5 

Slovenia 5 8.5 11 10.5 17.5 52.5 

Cyprus (2) 10 8 12.5 10 12.5 53 

Bulgaria (1) 15 9 14.5 9.5 17.5 65.5 

Belgium (3) 10 8.5 7.5 9.25 14 49.25 

Sweden 5 6.5 3 8.5 16.5 39.5 

Malta (2) 0 10.5 6 8.5 11 36 

Germany (4) 17.5 9.25 12.25 8 17.5 64.5 

Hungary 5 2.5 9 8 11.5 36 
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1. Academic freedom 

for teaching and 

research 

2. Institutional 

autonomy 

3. Self-

governance 
4. Job security 

5. Constitution 

and international 

agreements 

Total 

Romania (1) 15 8 12.5 5.5 12.5 53.5 

Denmark 5 9 6.5 5.5 12.5 38.5 

United Kingdom (5) 5 13.5 0 5.5 11 35 

Austria 20 12 9 5 17.5 63.5 

Lithuania 20 11 6 5 17.5 59.5 

Poland 10 9.5 12.5 5 17.5 54.5 

Croatia (1) 20 13 14 4.5 17.5 69 

Luxemburg 15 9 6 3.5 14 47.5 

Netherlands 10 9 5.5 3.5 12.5 44 

Latvia 20 10 10.5 3 16.5 60 

Finland 15 15 3 3 19 55 

Czechia 15 8 11 2 15.5 51.5 

Slovak Republic 20 8.5 12.5 1.5 18 60.5 

Estonia 0 10.5 4.5 1.5 17.5 34 

Note: Adapted from Karran,T., K. Beiter and K. Appiagyei-Atua (2017[400]), Measuring academic freedom in Europe: a criterion referenced 

approach, https://doi.org/10.1080/23322969.2017.1307093.  

Countries ranked by score in 4. Job security. 

Each category scored out of 20 points, a full score represents a detailed interpretation of laws and regulatory documents for components of 

academic freedoms. The total score is the sum of five components with a maximum score of 100.  

1. OECD accession country 

2. Not OECD member 

3. Mean of scores for Wallonia-Brussels Federation and Flemish Community of Belgium 

4. Mean of scores for Bavaria and North Rhine-Westphalia 

5. United Kingdom is no longer a member of the European Union 

In addition to the legislative overview, the same research team has subsequently surveyed academics in 

EU member countries, with over 4 000 responses. This allowed the authors to contrast de jure protections 

in the legal and regulatory system with the de facto lived experiences of academics. In their assessment, 

the level of academic freedom protection as experienced by academics in EU countries is relatively high, 

with few exceptions. But there are concerns about trends over time, as 45% of surveyed academics 

reported an erosion in academic freedom protection, another 24% saw it as unchanged, and only 6% 

suggested that protection has increased. The decline in perceived protections was most pronounced in 

the aspects of institutional autonomy, self-governance, and job security. About 54% of respondents agreed 

that employment protections had been eroded. The survey results suggest that areas with the fewest legal 

provisions are also those that are perceived to have seen the greatest declines in protections in recent 

years (Karran and Beiter, 2020[402]).  

Another approach involves self-reported data by institutions and representative bodies, such as rectors’ 

conferences, used by the European Universities Association (EUA) for the “Scorecard” of institutional 

autonomy. The Scorecard focuses on four aspects of institutional autonomy: organisational, financial, 

staffing, and academic autonomy. While this measure is comprehensive and involves a range of indicators, 

it includes a few elements that focus on the academic freedom of individuals. The focus of the Scorecard 

are higher education institutions, their autonomy, and the limits of the state or private interests to influence 

them (Pruvot, Estermann and Popkhadze, 2023[403]). This focus can create tensions between measures of 

institutional autonomy and other indicators, such as staffing autonomy and job security, as the Scoreboard 

rewards systems where decisions and regulations regarding human resources are in the hands of 

institutions without externally ‘imposed’ provisions or employment protections. Thus, the Scorecard only 

captures level of responsibility rather than actual working conditions and protections of individual academic 

freedom. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/23322969.2017.1307093
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A further source of data about academic freedom comes from international monitoring exercises. One 

example is the Universal Periodic Review of Human Rights created by the United Nations, consisting of 

self-reported reviews by governments, which are then checked and elaborated with other stakeholders in 

the country. This rather broad exercise includes many other topics besides academic freedom (Kováts and 

Rónay, 2023[391]). A more detailed monitoring exercise was undertaken by Maassen, Martinsen, Elken, 

Jungblut, and Lackner (2023[401]) for the European Parliament’s Science and Technology Options 

Assessment (STOA) Panel. In the report, the authors build on the data and indicators presented above, 

combining these with country background notes which reflect recent developments in policy and 

institutions. While this was only an initial exercise, it provides a wealth of information and there is an 

ambition to make this exercise regular (Maassen et al., 2023[401]). 

The last category of data sources is the monitoring of academic freedom infringements, as undertaken by 

the Scholars at Risk Academic Freedom Monitoring Project, which focuses on serious incidents, including 

violence. In the period from 2011 through 2021, there were 36 incidents reported in EU member countries 

(Kováts and Rónay, 2023[391]).  

This overview of indicators and data related to academic freedom shows great diversity in the approaches 

adopted: expert assessment (AFI), legislation checks by a research team (Karran, Beiter and Appiagyei-

Atua), a survey among academics (Karran and Beiter), a survey among institutions and representative 

bodies (EUA), monitoring of infringements (Scholars at Risk), and case studies (European Parliament). 

This diversity only highlights the difficulties of measuring academic freedom, with each approach providing 

a different lens through which to assess this concept, contrasting de jure regulation, and de facto lived 

experiences and focusing on both core aspects of academic freedom and supporting factors. 

Research and evidence on the topic 

Various ranks of countries (and higher education systems) in different data collections suggest that legal 

protections and institutional autonomy can both contribute to and hinder academic freedom, as there are 

additional cultural, historical, socio-political, and economic factors which augment the conditions for 

academic freedom. Estonia, for example, performs highly in terms of institutional autonomy (EUA 

Scorecard), possibly as a consequence of being among the countries with the fewest legal provisions for 

academic freedom (Karran et al.), and Estonia is also seen as among the top countries in terms of 

Academic Freedom Index (AFI). In contrast, in the United Kingdom, England and Scotland are among the 

systems with the broadest institutional autonomy (EUA) and with the fewest legal provisions related to 

academic freedom (Karran et al.), but the assessment in AFI is quite low. More regulated systems, such 

as Spain and Italy, might have more limited institutional autonomy (EUA Scorecard) and many legal 

provisions (Karran et al.), yet they perform relatively well in terms of AFI.  

Institutional representatives have been arguing for policies enhancing institutional autonomy, especially 

within the European Higher Education Area, and the focus on institutional autonomy has been 

overshadowing the academic freedoms of individual academics (Matei, 2020[388]). The reforms were 

pursued based on the assumption that this would lead to more effective institutions and potentially improve 

academic freedom. However, this assumption was not thoroughly investigated, and it appears that the 

relationship between institutional autonomy and individual academic freedom depends on national 

contexts and institutional cultures. Therefore the assessment of academic autonomy cannot rely solely on 

legal provisions but must also examine the concept of “living autonomy” and how internal actors use their 

extended room for manoeuvre within institutions (Maassen, 2020[404]). This perspective aligns with findings 

from other studies, which highlight the relationship between the type of institutional management in place 

and the opportunities for individual academics to participate in decision-making (Teichler and Höhle, 

2013[405]). These findings reveal the complex relationship between institutional autonomy and academic 
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freedom. Not all forms of institutional autonomy are conducive to fostering academic freedom of individual 

academics and policy needs to decouple the two concepts. 

Literature highlights seven areas of threats. The initial six points were adapted from publication on the 

state of academic freedom in the EU member states (Maassen et al., 2023, pp. 172-175[401]). Those areas 

are complemented below by additional findings and specifications. 

1. “Political interference in determining which academic fields and areas are scientific and which are 

not” has been observed in attempts to limit certain study programmes and research projects, such 

as gender studies and topics perceived as “woke” (Maassen et al., 2023, pp. 172-175[401]). 

Interference can take various forms, including revoking accreditation, cutting research funding, or 

limiting access to research data. One recent example is the Individual Freedom Act introduced by 

the State of Florida, which has banned certain courses and content in state universities - the Act is 

currently being challenged and its implementation has been put on hold  (Hutchens and Fernandez, 

2023[406]). This directly impacts individual academics in terms of which course they can teach and 

what content they can cover.   

2. “Governmental interference threatening institutional autonomy” involves extensive public steering 

and changes to governance structures to involve public authorities and their representatives in day-

to-day institutional decision-making. Monitoring has identified legal changes or at least serious 

policy discussions about the growing government’s role in institutional decision-making in Croatia, 

Denmark, Greece, Ireland, Romania, Slovak Republic, and Slovenia (Maassen et al., 2023, 

pp. 172-175[401]).  

3. “Institutional leadership and management threats to academic freedom” occur when enhanced 

institutional autonomy or changes in governance structure result in more power being given to 

institutional leaders who abuse it. This has been associated with the growing managerialism 

replacing self-governance, threatening the principle of self-governance and in the case of staffing 

autonomy, also job security (Maassen et al., 2023, pp. 172-175[401]). Evidence shows that certain 

management strategies that higher education institutions have adopted from businesses, such as 

quality measures, appraisal models, and moving from collegial decisions to more administrative 

processes, have shrunk the autonomy of academics (Teichler, 2021[53]; Puaca, 2022[407]).  

4. “Civil society threats to academic freedom” became more frequent during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

as scientific and academic figures have been harassed for their work in public health and vaccine 

promotion (Maassen et al., 2023, pp. 172-175[401]). Other areas of contention include research on 

issues around climate change, identity, and potentially any contribution of research findings for 

political decision-making (Nogrady, 2022[408]). The particular risk is that academics and institutions 

are increasingly becoming part of the already polarised discourse, which can lead to attacks (Garry, 

2023[409]).  

5. “Private sector threats to academic freedom” include pressures on academics to reach certain 

research conclusions and limit dissemination of unfavourable research findings. Private entities 

can influence research outputs through funding arrangements, as institutions are pursuing 

additional funding sources (Maassen et al., 2023, pp. 172-175[401]; ILO, 2018[20]). Another growing 

trend has been the use of strategic lawsuits against public participation (SLAPPs) by private 

companies to marginalise critical academics (SAR Europe, 2022[410]; Beaud, 2022[411]). Both 

encroach on the freedom of research and dissemination of the individual academics.  

6. “Threats to conditions for academic freedom” include situations in which legal provisions are 

weakened in the areas of self-governance and job security. These changes brought by system-

level authorities or institutions make it more difficult for academics to participate in decision-making 

or put them under pressure because they could be easily dismissed or let go. This is an especially 

acute issue for academics with more temporary and precarious contracts. Additionally, changes in 

the funding models, earmarking parts of the budget and making them conditional can lead to 



No. 91 – The state of academic careers in OECD countries – an evidence review   80 

 OECD EDUCATION POLICY PERSPECTIVES © OECD 2024   
  

financial insecurity (Maassen et al., 2023, pp. 172-175[401]). To conduct their teaching and research 

academics need access to adequate infrastructure and support including job security, careers and 

contracts which are not precarious (Vatansever, 2022[390]).  

7. Threats by foreign actors were identified as a potential issue in the literature. The cases include 

situations in which foreign governments and their associated organisations have pressured public 

authorities, institutions, and academics on what is taught and researched about their country. The 

issue of international pressures on research and teaching has been extensively discussed in the 

context of China’s Confucius Institutes. These institutes, supported and governed by the Chinese 

government, have been established since 2004 all around the world, with hundreds set up in 

Europe in close partnership with local academic institutions. A series of censorship scandals were 

reported in 2014 and the institutes’ poor record on transparency regarding contracts, hiring and 

finances, resulted in the non-renewal of contracts for several institutes in Europe (Pamment et al., 

2019[412]). A survey in the United Kingdom suggests that these pressures are particularly present 

in fields like political science, international relations, business, or area studies when research or 

teaching involves authoritarian regimes. However, some of the pressures are also domestic (Prelec 

et al., 2022[413]).  

Survey findings from Karran and Beiter suggest that academics in EU countries experience bullying (15%) 

and psychological pressure (16%) due to their academic views. About one-fifth of academics practice self-

censorship as a result (Karran and Beiter, 2020[402]). Findings from the United States show even more 

widespread self-censorship by academics, often due to fear of someone misrepresenting their views. 

However, differences have been observed between forms of expression and the likelihood that academics 

will self-censor. On social media and in official meetings, 45% of academics were very or extremely likely 

to self-censor, in publications, talks or interviews for a general audience, about 36% of academics, and in 

academic publications only 25% were likely to self-censor (Honeycutt, Stevens and Kaufmann, 2023[414]).  

Policies concerning academic freedom can be sensitive, as any direct involvement or excessive regulation 

by the government might be perceived by the academics as constraining the very freedoms they aim to 

protect. As a result, government’s role tends to focus primarily on establishing conditions in which 

academics have space and protections for their research, teaching, and dissemination activities. Academic 

freedom is largely dependent on institutional culture, which cannot be externally imposed and dictated from 

above, but rather needs to be cultivated and nurtured within institutions themselves (Norwegian Ministry 

of Education and Research, 2022[392]). 

Policy and practice examples 

Switzerland has been notably successful in establishing a more consensual and network-based 

governance model within higher education, striking a balance between state intervention, robust 

managerialism, and self-governance (Teichler and Höhle, 2013[405]; Bleiklie et al., 2011[415]). This approach 

is ingrained in the current higher education system management, which prioritises co-operation across 

institutions, their representation, and both federal and cantonal governments (Eurydice, 2022[416]).  

Sweden has recently taken action to promote academic freedom by amending the Higher Education Act 

in 2021. This amendment requires institutions to promote and safeguard academic freedom in all their 

activities. This is being followed by a monitoring exercise conducted by the Swedish Higher Education 

Authority (UKÄ), which will result in a report examining the institutional measures taken to promote and 

protect academic freedom, as well as institutional culture (Swedish Ministry of Education and Research, 

2023[417]). 

In Finland, the Finnish Union of University Researchers and Teachers has prepared guidelines to assist 

academics in dealing with online harassment (Weckman, 2021[418]). In Denmark, following a scandal 

related to research collaborations between higher education and the private sector, Universities Denmark, 
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together with the Ministry of Higher Education and Science, prepared “principles and recommendations” 

for research-based collaboration and consultancy that advise institutions on how to navigate complex 

relationships with private and public bodies in a way that protects research integrity and academic freedom 

(Universities Denmark, 2021[419]). 

The staff working document Tackling R&I (research and innovation) from foreign interference by the 

European Commission helps research organisations and higher education institutions to navigate 

relationships with partners from non-member countries, especially those with interests contrary to the EU. 

The document covers issues of values, governance, partnerships, and cybersecurity (EC, 2022[420]).  
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This last section aims to draw on the findings of the evidence review and suggest some possible policy 

implications. 

The challenges identified in the evidence review are not universally present in all OECD higher education 

systems. There are nevertheless issues that emerge across countries, which would benefit from action at 

an international level, notably in the areas of protecting certain aspects of basic working conditions for 

academics, safeguarding academic freedom, addressing incentive structures affecting academic work 

(university rankings) and asymmetric international mobility flows. International sharing of good practices 

and comparative work could help countries to address many of the challenges highlighted in this evidence 

review. There is more scope for possible changes at the level of individual higher education systems, in 

areas such as system governance and the funding mechanisms that shape institutional and individual 

behaviours. As some policy examples show, resolving these issues and improving the conditions of 

academics can be advanced through joint action among higher education institutions, through support by 

public authorities and engagement in social dialogue. Nevertheless, the core of the work needed to address 

the working conditions and career opportunities of academic staff will involve commitments and action 

inside higher education institutions.   

A good start for policymakers would be to review the UNESCO Recommendation concerning the Status 

of Higher-Education Teaching Personnel (1997[421]). While the document is not legally binding and was 

developed more than 25 years ago, many of its policy recommendations are highly relevant for addressing 

the challenges recognised in this review. The application of the Recommendation is regularly monitored 

by a committee of experts appointed by UNESCO and the International Labour Organization (ILO). This 

monitoring has consistently found that the Recommendation is not universally observed (ILO and 

UNESCO, 2021[393]). An additional reference for policymakers is the summary of points of consensus from 

the ILO Global Dialogue Forum on Employment Terms and Conditions in Tertiary Education that took place 

in 2018, which engaged tripartite consultations on several key issues raised in this review (ILO, 2018[422]).  

As shown in policy and practice examples throughout this evidence review, institutions, stakeholder 

organisations, public authorities and other actors have already developed many policies covering different 

aspects of academic careers. The ideas presented below are not new but inspired by existing policy and 

practice.  

Diversifying incentives – promoting parity of esteem for teaching and research 

The evidence review has addressed the prevalent bias towards research in incentives for both higher 

education institutions and individuals. Addressing this issue would require actions on global, system, 

institutional, and individual levels. The core ideas would be to boost recognition of non-research activities, 

develop new metrics and include non-measurable components in career appraisal. Section 3 provides 

examples of existing efforts to achieve this objective. The ease of collection and comparability of certain 

research metrics complicates the task of building alternative and equally transparent performance-tracking 

systems.  

Policy implications 
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On the global level, global university rankings play a dominant role and tend to deploy a very limited set of 

indicators, often with a strong emphasis on research outputs. Where possible, policy should incentivise 

and support the use of multi-dimensional rankings, allowing for recognition of excellence in various 

academic activities, and providing alternative sources of prestige for institutions.  

On the system level, recognition for non-research activities can be achieved through policy priorities, 

strategies, regulations, awards, quality assurance and dedicated additional funding. Specific areas which 

would benefit from a boost in system-level and institutional policies are recognition of teaching and 

curriculum development, student guidance and support, international collaboration, co-operation with 

industry, external engagement, and service. Diversifying measures and incentives for institutional 

performance is necessary to ease the pressure on institutions to deliver specific types of research output 

and give them the space to adjust their hiring, promotion, and reward structures to reflect their institutional 

mission and profile. 

For the individual academic, the core incentive system is the performance appraisal model. The evidence 

review has observed increased activity to reform current practices and make the appraisal models multi-

dimensional to provide recognition for a wider range of responsibilities, encompassing not only research 

and teaching, but also service, external engagement, administrative and leadership roles, and international 

collaboration. Not all academics need to perform all these duties. Various positions might require a different 

mix of experience and a different performance track record. Existing efforts are already helping to expand 

the existing set of available indicators and qualitative measures to collect performance data systematically. 

New career appraisal models could consider including a contextual perspective, taking into consideration 

personal circumstances and background, career breaks, obstacles faced by individuals from under-

represented groups, and diverse career paths. These approaches could greatly enhance efforts to promote 

diversity and flexible career paths. Appraisal models should ideally also adopt a developmental 

perspective, orienting the career appraisal towards improvement, with a focus on professional learning. 

Promoting stability and predictability  

The academic career model could prioritise moving more people towards stable positions, while also 

creating systems with the fewest possible bottlenecks in career progression. An academic career model 

could offer stable positions from the outset, with multi-year or unlimited contracts already available for 

junior and intermediate level positions. Following the UNESCO Recommendation, higher education 

systems could consider developing a tenure track or functional equivalent (UNESCO, 1997, p. 46[421]). The 

progression between different levels should be transparent and predictable. An important element of 

predictability is also communicating realistic expectations about the feasibility of career progression, 

especially towards those in the doctoral and postdoctoral phases. 

Employment stability for the individual can only be possible if the institution can make longer-term 

contractual commitments. This would require institutions to have medium to long-term staffing plans, which 

are only viable if resourcing levels, and regulation changes are predictable. Public authorities need to 

assess the balance between core and competitive funding and, where feasible, adopt multi-annual 

budgeting. Furthermore, public authorities should work closely with institutions and their representatives 

on policy developments and regulations, system planning and conduct foresight exercises. 

Further investigation is required to comprehend the role of public policy in managing and strategising 

human resources within higher education and to determine an effective model for sharing responsibility 

between autonomous higher education institutions and public authorities. This could pave the way for 

systems and institutions to formalise their human resource strategies and long-term plans. 

Experience has shown that efforts to create stable and predictable academic careers can lead to a lack of 

flexibility for higher education employers. Any policy initiatives in this area should carefully consider what 
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level of flexibility should be kept for public authorities, institutions, and individuals to react to new 

developments.  

Manageable workload 

This review has found unsettling evidence about the actual workloads of academics, with the academic 

sector in many countries characterised by a culture of long working hours, going well beyond contracted 

working times. While the commitment of academics to their work is exemplary, this finding also suggests 

that there are elements of their work which are not well planned. Part of the answer lies with better 

alignment of incentives and career appraisal with the actual workload, reflecting all the additional labour in 

supporting students, assisting colleagues, administrative and leadership roles, and contributing to the 

internal and external community. Additionally, the increased use of competitive funding, digitalisation and 

internationalisation activities has created new demands on academics, which are not always reflected in 

the existing workload models. The following step is to adjust academics’ responsibilities, so they have 

manageable workloads and individuals’ objectives are aligned with actual work. This would allow 

academics to better support new policy initiatives (such as European Universities Initiative) and have time 

for professional learning and for international collaboration. Institutions can be encouraged to adjust 

contracts through changes to regulation of workload and targeted funding designated for specific activities.  

Furthermore, institutions can support their academics in their responsibilities, through different forms of 

assistance and guidance, including technical or administrative support. One example to highlight is 

teaching and learning centres or other dedicated centres that aid academics with their teaching and can 

help develop and update curricula and introduce new pedagogical methods and tools. Institutions should 

also aim to further enhance the capacity of their academics through professional learning. 

Lastly, public authorities, institutions, and stakeholder organisations can do more to promote work-life 

balance in academia. Consistently, working long hours has an association with poorer health outcomes 

and consequences on productivity (Wong, Chan and Ngan, 2019[123]). Additionally, there is a diversity 

consideration, as women more frequently assume caring responsibilities in the personal domain. 

Manageable workloads will promote more humanly sustainable academic careers.  

Academic freedom  

The encroachment by various actors on academic freedom could be countered by a series of policies that 

aim to disperse power. Public authorities can first ensure that decisions about accreditation, registration of 

new study programmes and research funding are made in a transparent and objective way and with 

adequate expert input. Second, consensual decision-making and network governance could be 

encouraged, both on the system and institutional levels. Third, institutions and public authorities can do 

more to protect individual academics either from threats from civil society or abusive use of strategic 

lawsuits against public participation (SLAPPs). Fourth, working and contractual conditions for academics 

should create environments conducive to the exercise of academic freedom. Fifth, authorities can 

encourage transparency in funding or collaboration agreements with the private sector and foreign 

partners. 

Observance of existing regulations 

Any actions aimed to rectify the working conditions of academics should seek to ensure that academics 

are given the same labour protections as other employees in the country. These protections can be part 

of local, industry-level or national regulation or international agreements or legislation, such as EU 
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Directives1. There are examples of countries in which protections under these regulations do not apply to 

academics (ILO, 2018[20]). There are examples of national constitutional and supreme courts blocking 

proposed legislation governing academic careers precisely because of inconsistencies between this 

legislation and basic labour protections (EELA, 2019[39]). Besides ensuring that academics have the same 

status, more can be done to inform them about their rights, with clarifications on how international and 

national regulations should be applied in the context of academia and related monitoring exercises. 

 

  

 
1 Council Directive 1999/70/EC of 28 June 1999 concerning the framework agreement on fixed-term work concluded 

by ETUC, UNICE and CEEP; Council Directive 97/81/EC of 15 December 1997 concerning the Framework Agreement 
on part-time work concluded by UNICE, CEEP and the ETUC; Directive (EU) 2019/1152 of the European Parliament 
and of the Council of 20 June 2019 on transparent and predictable working conditions in the European Union; Directive 
2003/88/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 4 November 2003 concerning certain aspects of the 
organisation of working time; Directive (EU) 2019/1158 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 20 June 2019 
on work-life balance for parents and carers. 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:31999L0070:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:31997L0081:EN:NOT
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32019L1152
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2003.299.01.0009.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AL%3A2003%3A299%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32019L1158#PP4Contents
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