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International research studies and national reports point out two specific aspects which

characterize women’s academic careers (cf. Eagly, 2003; Glass and Cook, 2016). First,

few women advance to senior academic roles. Second, although female academics

progress in numbers equivalent to their male colleagues up to a certain point, in most

cases their academic career paths either stop before they arrive at tenured positions or

they remain in the lower ranks of the hierarchical academic structure. Thus, while the

numeric growth and temporal extension of fixed-term positions has, overall, increased

women’s opportunities for researching and teaching at universities, on the other hand,

it has impeded their access to tenured positions. To better highlight this dynamic,

this article focuses on the situation of female adjunct professors in Italy. The interest

in adjunct professors is twofold: on the one hand, the social and economic status

of adjunct professors in the Italian academic system have worsened over time, from

independent to formal independent workers; on the other hand, compared with other

non-tenured positions, there are substantially fewer female adjunct professors than male.

We first provide an overall picture of the historical and juridical transformations of the rank

distribution of faculty in Italian universities from the perspective of gender. As a second

step, we compare the actual working conditions of female and male adjunct professors

on the basis of a survey carried out from January to October 2018 (5,556 respondents

corresponding to more than 20% of the population) and semi-structured interviews with

31 adjunct professors. The aim of the analysis is to pinpoint objective and subjective

gender similarities and differences regarding both socio-economic variables and the ways

male and female adjunct professors think about their academic and extra-academic

work; how they experience the academic environment between paid and unpaid work,

construct their professional/academic identity, and imagine their professional future and

perceive problems related to the administration and organization of their academic work.
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FIGURE 6 | Work experience in the academic sector, average by gender, and total (Source: our survey).

FIGURE 7 | Attitudes toward the National Scientific Qualification, incidence by gender, and total (Source: our survey).

aspiration results are moderate for both men (38.4%) and
women (37.6%). However, if we look at the two poles of the
distribution, the percentage ofmale APs with the lowest academic
aspiration score is higher than the percentage of women with the
lowest score (28.4% vs. 25.3%) and, conversely, the percentage
of female APs with the highest academic aspiration score is
greater than the percentage of male APs with the highest score
(37.2% vs. 33.2%)18.

With respect to our purpose of investigating how gender
inequalities increase in correspondence with the worsening of

previous contracts with academic institutions (Yes= 1; No= 2). In order to reduce

the scale of the index, we synthetized the results into three types: Low academic

aspiration (score between 1 and 2), Moderate (between 3 and 4), Strong (between

5 and 6).
18The index distribution is not significantly correlated to the gender (K2

=

0,025). Nevertheless, our purpose is not to identify those APs with high academic

aspiration. Rather, it’s an useful instrument for investigating what happens to those

APs with the highest academic aspiration.

working conditions, we can argue that the index of academic
aspiration, is correlated to two crucial aspects of APs’ working
conditions: the fact part of their work is unpaid, and the fact they
often work beyond the terms of their contracts.

By law (no. 313/2011), APs are only paid for their time spent
lecturing in the classroom. Thus, according to the results of our
survey, for each paid hour, on average, they also work: 0.56 h for
office hours, 1.6 h for preparing lectures, 0.45 h for administrative
tasks, 0.8 h for exams, 0.86 h for travel, 0.81 h for thesis and
0.2 h for further activities. As a result, for 1 h of lecturing, APs
work 5.3 h for free. Thus, if on average for 1 h they are paid €
46.5819 (gross), they effectively earn€ 6.71 (gross, and generally
without additional costs for the university)20. To analyze the

19Excluding errors and missing data, the average was calculated from data

provided by 3,131 APs.
20Depending on the kind of contract, net earnings are 22 or 33% lower than

the gross.
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FIGURE 8 | Unpaid work index, level incidence by gender and total (Source:

our survey).

relationship between paid and unpaid hours, we constructed an
index of “unpaid work.” When the relationship is lower than
2, we consider it a low intensity of unpaid work; when the
relationship is between 2 and 3.5, we consider the intensity
medium; finally, when the relationship is more than 3.5, the
intensity is high.

As Figure 8 show us, the majority of respondents (52.3%)
present the highest intensity of unpaid work. However, female
APs with a high intensity of unpaid work are 10% more than
male APs. Furthermore, women work beyond the end of their
contracts more than men (70.3% vs. 66.7%)21. Hence, the lack of
economic recognition affects more women than men. This result
raises meaningful questions about the fact that APs who are more
engaged in teaching activities, while it seems they increase their
participation in the academic life, on the other hand have less
time to devote to research activities, therefore, to other forms of
participation to the academic life, which are more symbolically
acknowledged (cf. Heijstra et al., 2017).

As we have seen, the difference between women and men
in terms of unfair working conditions may be explained by a
different degree of motivation to pursue an academic career.
Nevertheless, to the questions concerning their motivations for
working as APs, they answer similarly. Generally, both men and
women give great importance to the pleasure of teaching (nearly
100%), and both men and women consider the AP experience
important for enhancing their professional competences (nearly
90%). We can observe some slight differences only with respect
to the desire to pursue an academic career, which is higher for
women than men (probably depending on the higher average
age of men), and economic motivation, which is also higher for
women than men (Figure 9). The latter result is probably the
most interesting, since women are, in general, more vulnerable
thanmen to the lack of economic recognition in the labormarket.
Thus, we can assume that, on average, every additional source of
income is more important for women than for men. In the next
section, by analyzing the semi-structured interviews, will also try
to better investigate whether, and in which ways, the different
economic importance given to their work as APs influences their
acceptance of their working conditions.

21The relation is significant at 0,000 (K2).

FIGURE 9 | Motivational elements for teaching—“very or moderately

important,” incidence by gender and total (Source: our survey).

FIGURE 10 | Degree of relational dissatisfaction of APs across different

academic staff categories.

A final aspect we considered, and which we will more fully
explore in the next section, concerns the academic relationships
of APs with the academic staff. As Figure 10 shows us, women
have generally more difficulty interacting and constructing
relationships with professors and researchers with both tenured
and fixed-term positions. Conversely, their relationships with
the administrative staff (mostly female, 58.8%, data source:
USTAT-MIUR) are better than men’s relationships with the
administrative staff. Also considering the previous results, two
aspects may be considered as meaningful. The first concerns
the fact that female APs are more engaged in teaching duties
than male APs. However, despite this engagement, their social
relations within academia are poor; or, in other words, they
endure a greater condition of social isolation and “invisibility”
(Honneth, 2003). This aspect also reinforces the idea that
teaching activities are less important for building “social capital”
(Bourdieu, 1986) than research activities. The second aspect
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TABLE 2 | Distribution of interview-partners by gender and age.

Gender/Age <45 45–55 >55

Men 8 3 5

Women 9 4 2

concerns the fact that female APs find it easier to construct
relationships with the administrative staff than with professors
and researchers, that is, with people who enjoy less prestige,
meaning those who have less scientific and academic capital.
Thus, from a Bourdieusian perspective (Bourdieu, 1984, 1986,
1993), beyond the fact that they juridically occupy the same
position as male APs, on average, the objective position of female
APs employed within the located social space of the academic
field (i.e., the institutes where they work) is lower than the
position occupied by male APs, at least in terms of the amount
and composition of their capitals.

EXPERIENCING ACADEMIC LIFE: A
GENDER PERSPECTIVE

In this last section22, by adopting a gender perspective we will
look more in detail at how female and male APs interpret their
academic experiences, position within the academic field, and
academic/professional identities. To achieve this objective, we
carried out 31 interviews with APs from northern (20), central
(9), and southern (6) Italy23, and from different disciplinary
macro-areas (Humanities: 11; Political and Social Sciences: 9;
Natural Sciences: 3; Medicine: 3; Law: 2; Engineering: 3)24.
Fifteen of our interview-partners were women and 16 were
men. In terms of age, seven of them were over 55 years
old, seven between 45 and 55 years old, and 16 under 45
years old25 (see Table 2). Further data we considered to be

22The qualitative analysis is here mainly considered as support for better

interpreting the findings of the quantitative analysis. We refer to a further article

in preparation, where more space is devoted to the interviews.
23Since some of the APs worked or are working in more than one university, we

have considered them twice here. For what concernsmore generally the geographic

cultural dimension of the Italian Universities, we have not analyzed in depth how

this produced meaningful consequences on the career paths. Nevertheless, two

observations are noteworthy. First, in the last decade the universities of Southern

Italy have more suffered from the relevant cutbacks to the financing of public

universities. This had a twofold consequence: on the one hand there are her

fewer permanent positions than in northern Italy, on the other hand, however,

there are also fewer tenured positions, since Universities in Southern Italy have

difficult also to fund them. Thus, scholars who aim at working in Academia

should often working (completely) for free as “volunteer assistant” or “cultori della

materia.” This entails, not least, that in these situations the familistic academic

culture is stronger than in Northern Universities, as also some of the interviews

highlight. The second point concerns the peripheral and isolated position of

many universities of Southern Italy. As a result, precarious academic workers

find here greater difficulty to build academic networks, which could increase their

opportunities in the academic market and the possibility of pursuing an academic

path outside the original academic milieu (cf. Giancola et al., 2016).
24It is important to note here that, proportionally to the disciplinary macro-areas,

most of the APs are either humanists or social/political scientists.
25We have chosen this kind of age division since, in Italy, on average people reach

tenured positions when they are older than 40 years old.

crucial for understanding the ways in which APs perceive
their academic experiences are: whether they carried out extra-
academic activities (26) or had additional fixed-term contracts
with universities (5), and the number of years they had been
working as APs. This last information is especially useful to
understand whether they had experienced the academic system
before the last university reform (2010), which radically changed
the career path and structure in academia.

Nevertheless, although this information can be viewed as
pivotal for determining the ways APs experience academic life
and narrate this experience, the comparative analysis is not
strictly dependent on one or another of these factors. Rather,
by comparing the narrative structure of each interview, we try
to identify the underlying structure of meanings (cf. Demazière
and Dubar, 1997) in order to understand how APs perceive their
academic careers and which kinds of academic identities (cf.
Henkel, 2005; Leisyte, 2015) they have developed over time.

In this regard, the gender perspective we adopted did not
condition the interpretation itself. Indeed, if the survey highlights
meaningful differences between men and women’s working
conditions, as well as differences in judging their degree of
integration within academic life, we do not assume a priori that
these differences deterministically influenced the ways individual
APs narrated their own professional paths. The main question
we have asked was, instead, whether it is possible to pinpoint a
different academic/professional habitus betweenmale and female
APs. While this habitus depends on the structural position APs
occupy in the wider academic field, it also influences the different
ways they perceive and think about their positionality within the
academic field.

To answer this question, we have considered three significant
aspects. The first concerns the time structure of the narrated
experience (cf. Berger and Berger, 1972); the second concerns
the different levels of recognition or non-recognition felt by
the interview-partners; the third concerns the global view
they have of the academic system. With regard to the first
aspect, we have examined how APs understand and reconstruct
both their work routines and the relationship between their
academic experiences and aspirations. With regard to the
second aspect, we have looked at the interplay between
self-representation and the representation by others in the
formation of their own professional social identity (cf. Dubar,
2000). Thus, we have focused on how APs define, classify
and evaluate their own scientific/academic competences and
express their feeling of belonging within academia. Finally,
the third aspect concerns the different interpretation of formal
and informal academic dynamics. Indeed, the different ways
of understanding these dynamics conditions the practices
and strategies APs have adopted for constructing their own
professional social trajectories.

Summing up, we assumed that a better understanding of each
interview was possible only by taking into account these three
aspects together. This analytical procedure allows us to dig into
the deeper layers of meaning in each narrative, in spite of the fact
they put forward similar topics in similar ways. So, for example,
all the interview-partners claimed that the remuneration for
their work is disproportionate to the time they employ for
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the work itself, data, as we have seen in the previous section,
that is important to grasp their concrete working conditions.
Furthermore, all the interview-partners maintained that, despite
this disproportionality, they make every effort to prepare their
lessons optimally. Indeed, all the interview-partners (according
to the responses of the survey – see Figure 9) assert that the
main satisfaction of their work is derived from relationships with
their students and from the pleasure of teaching itself. Not least,
all of them declared that they go to their departments almost
exclusively when they have class, exams, or office hours, mainly
for two reasons: either because they have no place to stay or
because they carry out many working activities in order to live
and it is difficult to organize their working time so as to spend
more time at the institute outside of their required activities.

Hence, if we examine the individual answers APs gave on
specific issues, we can claim that male and female APs experience
their work in very similar ways. However, if we consider instead
the whole narrative of their “academic/professional life,” several
differences emerge with respect to these points.

The main contrasting aspect among male and female APs
concerns the fact that the former declare that, though they are
more involved in the research activities of faculty members, they
are also more frustrated at being excluded from the political
decision-making procedures of their institutes. Furthermore,
some of them declare that they have reduced their presence at
university over time because of a sense of unease they feel after
working as APs for years without any prospects of stabilization.
This answer has been mainly given by older male APs26.
However, if we compare the interviews of the corresponding
age group of female APs, we do not notice a similar feeling.
More interesting is the fact that six of the male APs belonging
to the older age group are either independent professionals or
permanent employees outside of academia (see footnote 15).
Hence, while their social and economic status are apparently
ensured by their extra-academic profession (engineer, lawyer,
doctor, etc.), they consider their academic work as primary for
their professional identity. Indeed, in their professional identity
narratives, they stress how, since taking their degree, they have
had a continuous relationship with the university (in some cases
for more than two decades).

In the case of the older female APs, we do not observe
such a long-term relationship with the university, even though
most of them point out that they began working as APs after
finishing their PhD dissertations. Furthermore, on average, their
extra-academic activities are less prestigious than the extra-
academic activities of the older male APs. Nevertheless, their
interviews highlight how the uncertain prospects for the short
and long-term oblige them not simply to find additional work

26So, for example, the striking answer of a 59 year-old male AP to the question

about the main positive and negative aspects of working as an AP: “The

gratification does not derive from the legal or economic recognition of the work.

The damage consists in the frustration of fulfilling high office, without having any

recognition for your career.” To the question about his feeling part of academia,

he stressed that “it is intermittently psychologically devastating.” This aspect also

emerges in the ambivalent relationship with his colleagues: “I’m respected by my

colleagues, but in general, as an adjunct professor, you are considered ‘a child of a

lesser God”’ [translation by Barbara Grüning].

to economically support their desire of pursuing an academic
career, but to search for jobs that could become an alternative
professional strategy. This double professional strategy, in
addition to the awareness of occupying a marginal position, leads
them to feel that they only partially belong to the academic world.

Thus, from this perspective, if we compare the whole sample
of interviews, we find more affinities if we consider the gender
variable rather than age. So, for instance, even the younger female
APs express a similar “strategic perspective” of constructing
more than one professional path. Furthermore, they make clear
how most of them have been following this double professional
strategy since receiving their undergraduate or PhD degree. It
is probably not the case that more younger female APs than
youngermale APs have obtained permanent employment outside
academia (in either the public or private sector). What is not
taken-for-granted, however, is that this job also constitutes, in
some cases, their main professional identity. On the other hand,
this position is also shared by those younger female APs who
are or have been research fellows. By explaining, then, to what
extent they feel they belong within academia, they restrict their
membership to the specific activities they carry out and to the
temporal limit of their contracts. Some of the older female APs
even emphasize that, while they feel they do belong to the
university where they work, they do not feel part of the scientific
community, implying that belonging to it would require further
qualifications and crossing institutional boundaries.

Turning now to the interviews of the older and younger
male APs, we also notice an ambivalent feeling between being
included in and excluded from academia. What differs from the
women’s narratives are the different temporal meanings given
to this feeling, the foundation of their self-image as academics,
and the image attributed by others from within the “institution”
(colleagues, administrative staff, students) as members (or not)
of “academia.” Thus, more than their female counterparts, male
APs claim they possess personal scientific competences which
are often underestimated by the “institution” or the “system”
(the economic parameter is also crucial, see footnote 22), even
though they are recognized by their colleagues (permanent
and non-permanent staff). Part of these competences, however,
cannot be objectified. Thus, differently from women, who pay
more attention to reaching the objective criteria defined by
the universities for “measuring” their competences both in
teaching and research, male APs believe that their value as
“scholars” or “professors” cannot be reduced to these objective
criteria. Moreover, some of them consider these criteria as
penalizing their experience within the university, which is
defined not only by their past and present teaching activities,
but also by their higher tendency and intention to participate
in the whole academic life. Hence, having constructed their
academic identity on the basis of the time they have spent
over the years working at the university, they perceive their
“exclusion” from it more deeply than women, who mainly base
their sense of belonging on their “temporary” routines27. So,

27So, for example, the answer of a 49 year-old female AP about her relationship

with her colleagues: “usually I meet my colleagues who have a tenured position at

conferences. I can say that our relationships are very good. Well, they all know
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the sense of “exclusion” acquires different meanings between
male and female APs. For male APs, it is strongly related to
a still missing, and probably never arriving, stabilization of
their “position,” which could ensure their academic identity.
For female APs, instead, it is more related to their everyday
academic practices and relationships, which are often negative or
inexistent28.

Almost all the female APs mention negative episodes they
experienced in the workplace, which in turn highlight three
kinds of negative relationships. The first concerns a general
disregard on the part of the permanent staff toward their
difficulties in carrying out their jobs, that is, of completing
the same tasks as the tenured professors, despite their very
different working conditions. The second concerns a higher
perception of the existence of academic power relationships. If
these power relationships structurally depend on the different
positions that tenured and contract professors occupy, they are
also practiced and performed daily, limiting in part the teaching
autonomy of APs. The third concerns “competition” either
among peers (APs and/or research fellows) or with those who
have recently obtained a tenured position. Despite these negative
experiences, in their narratives they stress how they cognitively
and practically react by creating emotional distance from the
academic world. As a result, they also have a less idealized
concept of academic life and relationships than male APs (see,
for instance, footnote 28). Those who are still active in research
state that they are part of scientific networks which they construct
mainly outside the university where they teach. Not less, they
also add that they see these networks as temporary until they
have the economic possibility of carrying out research activities
(publications, participation in conferences and seminars, etc.).
Finally, differently from male APs, female APs more strongly
emphasize a lack of collaboration and organization in their degree
courses. In this way, they also stress again how their position and
life as APs are strictly related to the concrete activities they carry
out and to the concrete relationships they establish for carrying
them out. In the case of male APs, in contrast, it seems that
the “exclusion” they feel is mainly a personal question, that is,
it is more related to the fact that they still have not obtained a
tenured position.

Thus, to move toward our conclusions, whereas factually both
the survey and the semi-structured interviews, supported by
the international literature we reviewed, confirm that women’s
experiences of academic life are more negative than men’s, the
latter express more negative feelings toward their conditions.

my desperate situation and that I will probably never get a tenured position.

Nevertheless, I don’t have to thank them for anything, and they don’t owe me

anything. So, the relationship is friendly” [translation by Barbara Grüning].
28In this regard, the answer of a 42 year-old female AP to a question about

positive and/or negative episodes concerning her work within the university,

is paradigmatic: “I’d like to start with a negative episode. I will never forget

when a professor—nowadays a full professor, with whom I was working at the

time in a University in southern Italy—told me “Grazia” [author’s note the

name of the AP has been changed] you may be both smart and qualified, but

academically speaking, you are an orphan, so you cannot go anywhere” [translation

by Barbara Grüning].

This stems from the fact that they have invested more personally
in academic life as the sphere of their self-realization, even though
they possess more prestigious positions outside academia than
female APs. Furthermore, the aspirations that male APs have to
pursue an academic career are more supported by the presence
of informal relationships, at least ideally. Conversely, women
measure their possibilities of pursuing an academic career on the
basis of both objective evaluation criteria and the objective power
relationshipswhich structure the specific academic or disciplinary
fields in which they participate (cf. Bourdieu, 1984), that is,
they are also more adherent to an objective understanding of
career (cf. Hughes, 1958). Thus, whereas men see their lack of
stabilization as a sign that undermines their whole identity as a
person, women consider it more as the result of the logic of their
academic/disciplinary fields, that is their general more precarious
economic condition, which also influence on their temporal
strategies, result in a sharp knowledge of the “career realities” (cf.
Hughes, 1958, p. 128). As a result, for men the lack of recognition
they experience as APs is more difficult for them to accept than
for women.

On the other hand, male APs have a stronger “sense of
belonging” than female APs, precisely because this feeling is
not based on their temporary working conditions, but on their
interior feeling of “being made” for teaching and researching.
This belief makes it probable that male APs are more inclined
to expect something and to continue to work at the university,
until at least, as someone of them stressed, they are able to
sustain these working conditions more psychologically than
economically. Conversely, female APs, when they decide to stop
(or are considering stopping) working at universities, put as the
first reason a lack of time and the fact that this job causes a lot of
physical stress, which also depends on the fact that they carry out
additional work activities (often in different cities). Furthermore,
more than male APs, they show that they have been more aware
since they started as APs that this activity would not be very
helpful for their academic careers, apart from the possibility of
building their CVs.

In short, whereas male APs perceive a discrepancy between
their self-image and the position they occupy, female APs
adopt a viewpoint more in line with that of the institutions in
order to understand, practically, what realistic possibilities they
have within academia and which professional strategies they
can pursue.

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

In this article, we have tried to highlight specific forms of unpaid
work, by looking at non-standard works within academia and
by taking Italian APs as a paradigmatic case study. This choice
was also due to the increasing split within the national and
international academic market between research and teaching
positions in terms of economic and social status, as well as job
security. In this regard, we carried out a survey which reached
5,556 Italian APs, and we conducted semi-structured interviews
in order to better understand their working conditions and how
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these working conditions influence both their concrete academic
careers and aspirations.

We decided to conduct an analysis from the perspective
of gender in order to investigate whether and to what extent
differences among male and female APs can be observed even at
this lowest social order of the academic structure. On the other
hand, we consider the research results also to be meaningful for a
wider reflection on the problematic role that women still occupy
in the academic market, as well as in other productive fields (in
Italy as well as abroad), especially those related to intellectual
professions and informal forms of work.

The survey highlights how female APs are more exposed to
the risk of unpaid work, earn less on average, and have a more
fragmented work experience (considering both their academic
and extra-academic activities) than male APs. Thus, from an
economic and temporal viewpoint, they are more disadvantaged
than men for investing in building an academic career. On
the other hand, a further striking output of the survey is that
female APs invest more time in teaching duties than their male
counterparts, whereas their research outputs are inferior to the
those of the latter. While this might depend on the fact that,
in our sample, the male APs are older than the female APs,
on the other hand, the more time the latter spend on teaching
and the more their economic conditions oblige them to work at
other jobs, the less time they have to devote to research. Two
further indicators we considered in analyzing the data were the
“degree of relational satisfaction within academia,” and the degree
of academic aspiration. With respect to the former, it is clearly
evident that women perceive the academic milieu as unfriendly
more than men do. With respect, instead, to the latter index, we
did not find meaningful differences.

The semi-structured interviews have been useful for an in-
depth analysis of the meanings that male and female APs
give to their jobs in order to better understand how their
different working conditions concretely influence their academic
aspirations. The main remarkable result is that female APs seem
less interested than men in pursuing an academic career. In
their narratives, women stress a more practical view of their
position within the academic system and their academic work,
which in turn derives from their economic conditions and more
acute perception than men of the social structure of power
relationships in their workplaces, which in Italy are strongly
influenced by a familistic culture. As a result, it seems that
women more than men, look for job opportunities outside of
academia. Conversely, men seem to have a more idealistic vision
of their working and being at the university, that is they have
deeper interiorized the academic illusio, which is more based on
a traditional (and familistic) view of the academic life, formally
modified by the University reforms of the last four decades. Thus,
independently from their economic and social status outside
academia, male adjunct professors interiorize a greater sense
of vocation to the academic profession than women, which is

therefore pivotal in forming their habitus and orienting their
practices. This sense of vocation seems, at the same time, to
be supported by the fact that they feel more integrated than
women in the workplace, which may also depend on a greater
temporal (and mental) investment in academic relation and life.
On the other hand, however, their stronger academic identity
causes them more frustration when facing a perceived lack of
recognition which they interpret as the lack of the possibility of
obtaining a permanent position.
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