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1. Introduction 

The precariousness is considerate a multi-dimensional phenomenon because of his 

multiple consequences which typically have been connected with the insecure and vulnerable 

situations linked to the labour-market polarization process: low income, social inequalities at the 

workplace and vulnerability against abusive dismissals, lack of social protection, sometimes 

connected with the informal economy. The complexity of ‘working in precarity’ is consisting in 

the association with non-standard employment - temporary, fixed-term contracts or 

unemployment, but also with the dimensions that are not always visible, as the cognitive work, 

burnout experiences and work-life balance. 

In the academic discourse, the precariousness as phenomenon is often used to describe 

the changes of the employment relations in the post-Fordist labour markets (Standing, 2011; 

Vallas, 2015). As a historical sign of the ongoing neoliberal market transformations over the past 

few decades, by only referring to the ‘precariat’ as a growing affected social group, doesn’t 

automatically create a consensus in defining the phenomenon of precarization (della Porta, 

2015). Standing (2011) considers that the precariat is a class-in-the-making, like a combination 

consisting of various groups under threat of being marginalized or subjugated under new forms 

of material deprivation, including poor people, unemployed, NEETs, a working class or the 

underclass of people. For instance, Kalleberg (2011) documents that many adverse labour market 

trends have generated a growing involuntary fear of losing the job by assuming a precarious 

working condition. Considering a ‘new’ social movement, especially after the Great Recession 

in Europe, the precarious work has spread to all economic sectors and has become more 

pervasive and generalized: “the professional and managerial jobs are just as precarious these 

days as the low-end jobs” (Kalleberg, 2011). Although Kalleberg’s arguments relies on the 

growth of non-standard employment as evidence for the rising of precariousness: massive 

decreased tenure, increased involuntary job-loss, long-term unemployment and perceived job 

insecurity (Olshoorn, 2013: 2). Hence, these statements on precarious employment emerged to 

link the implications of the non-standard contracts in terms of ‘precariousness’ by normalizing 

the idea of work insecurity. How could precarious work be conceptualized in order to become a 

theory-based model for ensuring valid measurements?  

This paper aims to construct a non-tested conceptual model for studying the precarious 

work by identifying the specific case of the early - stage researchers, considered ‘high-skilled’ 
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employees. The model will be inspired by the theory-based dimensions of Rodgers & Rodgers 

(1989), lately consolidated by Standing (2011) and Kalleberg (2011) and on the scale proposal 

empirical tested in Spain by Ambles & Vives (2006; 2015) and by the European social indicators 

that were used before in EWCS, 6th Wave (2013; 2015) for the case of Belgium in measuring 

the precarious work for vulnerable workers. The attention is addressed to the precarious working 

conditions of early career researchers (0-3 years of work experience) employed with flexible 

contracts (non-tenured, temporary employment and hourly-paid contracts) and how these 

conditions’ consequences could potentially affect the personal life strategies and career 

prospects of this social group. First, the current analysis will start with a debate based on the 

theoretical review of relevant academic theories on the precariousness in Europe linked to the 

non-standard employment. Second, the theoretical perspectives will integrate a conceptual 

model by proposing social indicators linking the precarious work with the group of ‘high-skilled’ 

workers from the science and research sector, with particular attention to the study case of non-

tenured early-career researchers in Europe. Finally, the article will problematize existing 

approaches and critics of precarious work experiences in academia and research for the case of 

Romania. This study is still ongoing, but still the present paper will assume a critical based-

analysis on the precarious status of the group of early-stage employee in science and research, 

by proving a basis on the precarization effect of non-standard employment uncertainty, but can 

also help to highlight so far unexplored pathways of the overall precariousness in neoliberal 

academia. 

 

2. Theoretical framework: a. Precariousness in academic discourse 

 

The rising of precariousness has been, since the early 1970s, a major cause of insecurity 

among the European population. Using ‘precarité’, Bourdieu (1964) considers the 

precariousness for referring to threatening insecurity caused by both employment status and the 

risk of poverty. Beck (1986) in the ‘risk society’ drawed the attention to the economic issues that 

would cause insecurity and new risks for individual’s daily life. The precarious work as 

increasing phenomenon in Europe has important consequences that cross many policy research 

areas. On the one hand, at the subjective level, the increased work-insecurity has for many people 

significant repercussions, not only relating to one’s working conditions, but also related to 

additional effects for the work-life balance and forthcoming life strategies. On the other hand, at 

the economic and societal level, Kalleberg (2009) mentions that the precarious work has 

contributed to economic growth by widening inequalities, insecurity and social instability in 

today societies. The poverty and the low level of wages - working in precarity -  persist, in the 

same time the ‘middle-class’ economy and the workplace security assurance continue to decline 

(Kalleberg, 2009). Thus, the economic inequalities and insecurity caused by the precariousness 

threaten the life satisfaction, the living standard and projections of a secure future for many 

vulnerable groups. 

A first reflexive question of this paper is addressed: How the precariousness has become 

a multi-dimensional phenomenon? The precarization effect is immediately related to the well-

being of workers: is uncertain, unpredictable, unstable in time and risky. The precarious jobs are 

characterized by high levels of instability, with a very variable income over time, social status 

and poor opportunities for developing the desired career. Standing (2011) defines precariousness 
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as a social category in which six forms of work security are absent: employment opportunities, 

skills production, income, collective representation, voice within the institution, poor quality 

jobs. “The category of precarious employment lies precisely in the fact that it usually refers to 

forms of employment which fall below the standard, which involves a normative evaluation of 

the flexible forms of employment.” (Rodgers and Rodgers 1989; Burgess & Campbell, 1998; 

Vosko, 2006; Quinlan, 2012; Standing, 2011). It seems that the uses of precariousness in 

common definitions are related to the normative evaluation: ‘insecure’ or ‘unstable’ 

employment, ‘casual’ employment, ‘dead-end’ jobs (EC), ‘decent’ work (ILO), ‘low-wage’ 

work and ‘contingent’ work (European Commission, 2005). 

The polarization between the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’ jobs is considered a result of the labour 

market flexibility, which creates a generalized phenomenon for all the economic sectors. This 

labour market polarization causes, on one hand, standard middle-class contracts that are well 

paid and offers long-term benefits and stability. On the other hand, it is creating more and more 

precarious and vulnerable jobs, sometimes with very high occupational requirements, based on 

skills reproduction in order to adapt to a continuing changing labour market. Several sociological 

theories explained the phenomenon of precariousness as a result of the increased demand of 

labour flexibility in Europe, mostly after the Great Recession in 2009. This is also revealed by 

opening the local labour markets to a transnational capital and to neoliberal measures for labour 

internationalisation. The increasing labour flexibility involved new politics in which the work 

was transformed through more flexible practices and less traditional arrangements in terms of 

time and working conditions. 

In order to meet the theoretical explanations which generated precariousness, it is 

necessary to reconsider the theoretical and analytical methods for understanding the reality of 

the workplace experiences, as well as the predictor factors. The academic debates on 

precariousness highlight that the new flexible forms of work describe, in fact, a new poverty that 

fragmented the labour market which, in fact, it is quite rigid and allows only the flexibility of 

the low-quality jobs. The precarious work includes different categories of employment contracts, 

amongst which can be distinguished both standard labour contracts and non-standard contracts. 

The association of precariousness with atypical employment is not automatically included in the 

literature, but still this could be analysed by the intersection calculated between precarious 

working conditions and poverty indicators. Hence, Standing (2011) argues that the flexible work 

will normalize the job insecurity and will create a ’new class structure’ that lacks a stable 

occupational identity. The groups of precarious workers form a new social class that experiments 

a large number of challenges, a constantly devote for a ‘work for work’, unpaid and time-

consuming work that constantly converges towards labour market mobility. Mobility includes 

"registering with temporary agents, waiting for enrolments, filling in forms, internships, sending 

CVs and creating professional networks" (Standing, 2011: 59).’Working for work’ is thus a 

routine activity without long-term and consistent benefits. The precariat is a moving social class 

because it is imminent to any employee, to "fall into the trap of insecurity" the involuntary desire 

to no longer search for a safer job, considering that the current job is a bridge to a more stable 

one or in line with the professional experience. (ibidem) 

The representations of precarious employment are characterising an involuntary and 

non-standard labour, unstable work that prevent employees from developing a stable career. 

Tucker (2002) define precariousness through the poor jobs that involve major risks and increase 
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employee’s long-term poverty. Bujold & Fournier (2008) mention some typologies and 

representations of new forms of the precarious employment: (1) The weak link to stability is 

caused by a lack of control over social status and the predictability of working conditions. The 

short-term difficulties of workers are present from the point of view of different concerns caused 

by the deterioration of instability over financial resources and stable future that will provide a 

decent living; (2) The lack of an occupational identity that causes a low self-confidence and also 

a constant deterioration in the personal well-being, thus causing psychological or physical 

issues; (3) The inability to have a future career by the lack of negotiation power over the working  

tasks and the obligation to perform only the tasks required by the employer; (4) The social and 

occupational exclusion is related to the difficulties of performing unsatisfactory, unrecognized 

and dependent work, often associated with undeclared work or unrelated to workers' education. 

Occupational exclusion is also characterized by the constant lack of feedback or the possibility 

of learning and promoting; (5) The difficulties of achieving a social life lead to the lack of the 

possibility to make long-term decisions about the fulfilment of personal goals, personal 

achievement or linking the personal life; (6) The challenges that push workers to a constant 

struggle for adaptation and professional development. (Bujold & Fournier, 2008: 345-347).  

This theoretical framework aims to move beyond the employment form but it takes into 

account the non-standards contracts as important indicator for precarious employment. For 

proposing a conceptual model for precariousness, focusing only on the non-standard 

employment will not lead directly to work insecurity, but for the study case on early -stage 

employee in science and research implies important consequences for the low levels of income 

and wage and lack of stability of job continuity.  

 

b. Overall scales and indicators of precarious work in Europe 

The precarious employment model conceptualisation was previously analyses in many 

policy reports of the European Commission starting from 2005, Eurofound reports on the 

vulnerable workers (2010, 2013, 2016, 2018) and by the authors Rodgers and Rodgers (1989), 

Vosko (2006), Vanroelen et al. (2016, 2018). The understanding of the precarious work was 

showed firstly as a multidimensional phenomenon, inspired by the four dimensions of 

precariousness defined by Rodgers & Rodgers (1989: 3): Temporal dimension - degree of 

certainty over the continuity of employment (contractual relationship and employment duration 

as key indicator for instability; Organisational dimension- Workers’ individual and collective 

control over work: working conditions control over working- time, shifts and schedules, work 

intensity;  Economic dimension - Sufficient pay and salary progression.  Social dimension - 

collective protection against unfair dismissal, discrimination, and unacceptable working 

practices; informal and employee; knowledge and information about collective protection. 

Precarious work supposes the existence of one or more dimensions (Rodgers and Rodgers 1989: 

3, Quinlan, 2002): (1) employment instability – the uncertainty regarding the continuity of the 

work; (2) lack of individual or collective control over work conditions, remuneration, work 

schedule, etc.; (3) insufficient protection against abuses at work (practices of discriminations, 

abusive dismissals etc.), as well as an insufficient level of social protection (access to retirement 

pension, health services, redundancy allowance etc.); (4) uncertainty regarding work 

remuneration – income that is insufficient, irregular and so on.  
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The concept of precarious work goes beyond the form of work contract to look at 

different factors that contribute to whether a particular working conditions that exposes the 

workers to the employment instability (Benach et al, 2015; Bosmans, Van Aerden & Vanroelen, 

2016; Eurofound, 2013; Vanroelen et al., 2013). The factors that goes behind the precariousness 

but are related to the phenomenon: security at work, career opportunities and future prospects, 

fair treatments, work-life balance, work dependence and subordination, equality and human 

rights, social protection & health assurance.  

Table 1. Precarious employment as multi-dimensional model: concepts and 

indicators 

Rodgers & Rodgers 1989 

Standing (2011)  

Kalleberg (2011) 

1. employment instability  

2. lack of individual or collective 

control over work conditions 

3. insufficient protection against 

abuses at work  

4. uncertainty regarding work 

remuneration – income that is 

insufficient 

Theoretical model of 

precariousness 

EPRES, 2010; Amable 2006; 

Vives et. al, 2006; 2015 

1. instability (contract duration),  

2. disempowerment (individual-

level bargaining over wages 

working hours) 

3. low wages  

4. rights (entitlement to sick leave, 

weekly rest, vacation) 

5. vulnerability (unfair or abusive 

treatment)  

6.  the capacity to exercise rights 

Employment precariousness scale 

(EWCS, Spain) 

Bosmans, Van Aerden and 

Vanroelen (2016) 

1. contract dimension,  

2. income dimension 

3. flexible working time  

4. involuntary part-time 

employment  

5. training dimension,  

6. formal employment relations  

Precariousness score for the 

Belgium case (EWCS) 

 

I will only mention some of the key indicators from the European Working Conditions 

Survey from 2005, 2010 and 2015, which were studied for measuring precarious work as 

instability or uncertainty. For analysing the quality of employment in Belgium (Bosmans, Van 

Aerden & Vanroelen, 2016; Vanroelen et al., 2013) and Europe, a conceptual model was used 

to construct indicators for precariousness. Vanroelen et al. (2013) created a precariousness 

indicator as the mean score on a set of items: (1) temporary contract, (2) low earnings, (3) limited 

training opportunities, (4) intensive working times, (5) flexible working time, (6) information 

about health and safety, (7) limited voice and (8) limited say (Vanroelen, 2018:4). Since the 

precariousness is not necessarily related only to the employment stability and comprise a more 

complex conceptualisation, Bosmans, Van Aerden and Vanroelen (2016) construct a 

precariousness score for the Belgium case. They distinguished seven dimensions with equal 

weight in the precariousness scale: (1) contract dimension, (2) income dimension, (3) flexible 
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working time, (4) involuntary part-time employment, (5) training dimension, (6) formal 

employment relations and (7) informal employment relations.  

The Employment Precariousness Scale (EPRES) is a theory-based and multidimensional 

model used in Spain for the studies among waged and salaried workers. Employment 

precariousness scale (EPRES, 2010; Amable 2006; Vives et. al, 2011; 2015) acknowledges the 

unequal power relations underlying flexible employment situations and contains six dimensions: 

(1) instability (contract duration), (2) disempowerment (individual-level bargaining over wages, 

working hours), (3) low wages (monthly salary, capacity to cover regular/unexpected expenses), 

(4) rights (entitlement to sick leave, weekly rest, vacation), (5) vulnerability (defencelessness to 

unfair or abusive treatment) and (6) the capacity to exercise rights (Vanroelen, 2018). Based 

initially on the ‘employment precariousness construct’ (Vives, 2006; 2015; Amable, 2006), the 

EPRES has been developed and tested empirically on a sample of Spanish employees to outcome 

measures of worker’s health and well-being (Vives et al., 2011). In order to measure precarious 

work in Columbia, another example is the precariousness work index (PWI) with five 

dimensions proposed by Ferreira (2016): (1) social protection and security: health insurance, 

pension provision, work risks insurance, (2) income security: labour income, labour benefits, 

(3) stability, (4) secure and decent conditions at work: workplace safety, weekly working hours 

and (5) social dialogue and participation: labour association or trade union affiliation 

(Ferreira, 2016 In Vanroelen et. al, 2018). 

 

3. A conceptual model linking precarious employment to the early-stage workers in science 

and research 

A growing literature on the multi-character of the quality of employment was showed 

before as models of measurement and conceptualisation for the vulnerable groups case study. 

However, many concepts related to precariousness were theorized, but only a few of them have 

been actually used in the empirical study of precarious work as multi-dimensional phenomenon. 

The greatest issue of the notion of “precarious work” lies in the complexity of the indicators in 

the mainstream statistical sources or using them to developing a new conceptual model, 

especially for the higher education and research sectors. Of course, it has to be mentioned that 

using the current indicators and the models allows researchers to make very close estimations of 

the actual incidence of precarious employment in Europe for all employment categories.  

There is no specific category for ‘precarious employment’ or related notions such as, e.g. 

‘precarious jobs’, ‘precarious work’ of non-standard employment in science and research, in the 

official statistical sources (Eurostat, 2018; INSEE 2018). The existing statistical categories 

which contain a significant amount of precarious employment indicators are related to the quality 

of employment1 and indicators concerning the part-time and temporary employment at EU level 

(Romania excluded because of the lack no data on non-standard employment in science and 

research). In other words, a larger number of precarious aspects of work is critical in order to 

study the actual precarious experience and the possible consequences and risks for the involved 

workers. Forwards, this paper will propose a multidimensional operationalisation model of 

precarious employment, combined by several dimensions for the measurement of the flexible 

                                                             
1 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/labour-market/quality-of-employment 
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employment linked to precariousness and that were previously listed, for the case of the early-

stage researchers considered ‘high-skilled’ workers.  

In the following sections, a model study case is constructed for the conceptualisation of 

precarious employment using the theory-based dimensions of Rodgers&Rodgers (1989) and 

inspired lately by Standing (2011) and Kalleberg (2011) and on the scale proposal as was 

empirical tested using EWCS indicators by Ambles & Vives (2006) and Bosmans, Van Aerden 

and Vanroelen (2016). First of all, the model aims to distinguish between precariousness as 

insecurity (indicator 1): the employment indicators - the type of contract means temporary/ non-

permanent and precariousness as insufficient income to cover subsistence costs: the ‘material 

deprivation’ or ‘poverty’ (indicator 2). Secondly these two proposed indicators will integrate 

into a complex conceptual model with three additional dimensions related to the precarious 

employment in science and research.  

 

The indicator 1 is related to a target group of ‘high-skilled’ workers with non-standard 

contract, flexible work conditions, intermittent work or with variable schedule, with no control 

over the contract continuity. For identify the employment insecurity, into the European working 

conditions survey 2015 is used the ”type of contract” indicator. Underlying the indicator 1 by 

the type of contract is assumed that non-standard contracts share “the fundaments of job 

insecurity and precarious work”. Many authors argues that the ”decline of ‘typical’ employment 

relations in favour of an increasing number of ‘atypical’ employment relations generally is 

interpreted as rising employment precariousness (Barbier 2004; Quinlan et al. 2001; Vosko 

2006; Kalleberg, 2011 In. Olsthroom, 2014). It is important also to be mentioned that the work 

insecurity is related to the age and gender and sometimes is a matter of perception and to auto-

identification with a precarious group, as is showed mainly in the ethnographic literature on the 

precarious work in academia (Bozzon et al, 2017, Ivancheva, et. al, 2019). For the case of ‘high-

skilled workers’, the work perceived insecurity is whether they feel confident with the continuity 

of work, as with the working conditions, income, working-time benefits and collective 

representation.  

For identifying the non-standard employment among early-stage employee from 

science and research, I am particularly interested in the temporary or fixed-term workers and 

part-time workers, including marginal part-time work, which is characterized by short, variable, 

and often unpredictable hours. Using the “type of contract” indicator, the part-time employment 

is defined by the weekly hours of work, usually fewer than 30. Although national interpretations 

differ in defining the part-time schedule in the terms of the local legislation. The temporary 

contracts are including the jobs of limited duration of time, under a fixed-term contract, as well 

as casual and seasonal work, hourly-paid work or project-based. (ILO 2016). 

According to the Romanian reports on atypical employment, there is a practice of 

hiring part-time workers, but having them informally work full-time. This practice significantly 

reduces labour costs for employers, but also the future benefits of employees (European 

Commission, 2017; Guga, 2016).  

For the particular case of Romania, the early – stage researchers which are considered 

‘precarious’ are performing usually two types of employment: a temporary or fixed-term 

employment (employment not based on a continuous contract, limited in time, project-based, 

hourly-paid work, postdocs or associate research contracts). The case of the entry-level 
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temporary employment in academia is particularly associated with low or insufficient income, 

limited voice and limited say in the institution. Secondly, the part-time employment, usually 

constrained and involuntary part-time work for the high-skilled workers is also related to low 

wages. In Romania the work-perceived insecurity is also related to the lack of control over the 

work continuity, work-dependent to power relations, informal relations at work, lack of 

collective representation with limited say. 

Different qualitative studies that were developed before on the precarious working 

status of young researchers and professionals are considering that this category of workers are 

usually aspirants to a tenure position or a full-time job with higher career prospects, high income, 

employment stability. The precarious work subjective experiences are legitimizing precarity “as 

a necessary experience related to transition to the labour market” (Bozzon et al. 2017). The 

National Institute of Statistics from Romania is not proving any data or evidence of the fixed-

term and part contracts in science and research 

 

The indicator 2 is constructed as insufficient income to cover subsistence costs of the 

workers. The income considered to be precarious is the lowest quartile of income for the main 

paid job. Firstly, a low income may be closely related to the ‘working poor’ or to risk of poverty, 

which will make the worker’s situation to be uncertain an unsecure, regarding the possibility of 

a decent working life and quality of life. The lowest wage is usually related to the entry -level 

jobs or at the first steps of one’s career, employed in part-time or temporary positions. Taking 

into consideration the literature review of Kalleberg (2009, 2011) & Rodgers & Rodgers (1989), 

the precariousness of low income and low earnings is based on the link to the type of contract. 

 

As main objectives, using the multidimensional model of precarious work, I want to 

construct the possible links of risk of precariousness with the vulnerable group of the early-stage 

researchers (Romania as study case). 

 Proposing a conceptual model to study the high exposes to potential risks and 

consequences of precariousness in both social and working life, this research is following the 

question: Can the category of early-stage workers make a significant contribution in explaining 

the precarization effect on non-standard employment in science and research by providing a 

basis for assessing the risks of the precarious working conditions - insufficient income and work 

insecurity?  

For this conceptual model hypothesis, there are expected ‘degree of’ or ‘level of’ 

precarious work conditions within the type of non-standard employment among science and 

research high-skilled workers. Of course, the academic research is showing that the “highly 

educated employees tend to be scarcer than the lower educated, they tend to have better quality 

jobs in terms of wages and stability, because they are able to negotiate better conditions before 

accepting a position because of the dynamics of supply and demand” (Olsthoorn, 2014: 12). The 

high-skilled workers are not usually considered as precarious, because of the low risks of being 

in long-term unemployed. In the same time, “even the higher educated are currently at risk of 

precariousness, their higher than average wages, greater job security and employability 

nonetheless support the expectation that they are less at risk than are the lower educated” 

(ibidem). For the case of Romania, the young researchers are disadvantaged in the labour market, 

which involves high levels of temporary employment (hourly-paid jobs and fixed- term contracts 
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in the academic research), as well as a risk of work in poverty because of the uncertain 

employment prospects. Among the most precarious employee’s status is expected an unequally 

distribution concerning the key demographic indicators concerning age, gender, work level 

experience. The situation of working unsocial/intensive hours, with lack of control over schedule 

predictability, with limited voice and limited say in the institution is expected to be related to a 

subjective perceiving of precarity. Finally, it is assumed a lower socio-economic position and 

informal support among the category of workers in the lower steps of the career, subordinate 

jobs and work- dependent jobs. For example, the categories of women, young early career or 

immigrants are more exposed to precarious employment conditions (Vives et al., 2011;Vosko, 

2006).  

 

Below I will present a conceptual scheme linking precariousness to the non-standard 

employment among early-stage researchers. This model seeks to analyses different indicators of 

precariousness by conceptualizing the potential effects and risks for work continuity and life 

strategies. As I already showed, an important argument is the multi-dimensional character of 

precariousness, starting from the two proposed indicators - insecurity and income -  other 

dimensions were added in order to understand the potential consequences and risks for the 

quality of work: bad working conditions in term of very intensive or very flexible working hours, 

informal social relations at work and the lack of collective representation. 

 

Fig. 1. A multi-dimensional model linking the precarious work with the early-stage 

workers from science and research ( based on ECWS indicators, 2013) 

 
 

The employment insecurity (indicator 1) is used to identify the type and duration of the 

contract, in the case of temporary employment (<1 year), as well as the permanent contracts, in 

the case of part-time contracts (<30 hours). The employment duration dimension of 

precariousness is measured by the indicator ‘type of contract’. This indicator is dichotomized 

between temporary/ fixed term/ agency and permanent contracts. The same indicator ‘type of 

contract’ will be used to observe the contractual instability, but this will not presume that the 

temporary employment is precarious by default. 
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The insufficient income (indicator 2) is considered to be precarious in the situation of 

‘small part-time jobs’ a characteristic related to the expression of ‘working poor’ and self-

employment contracts. The earnings and income indicator include net monthly earnings obtained 

from the main job. The workers’ wages indicator is constructed as scale including - net monthly 

earnings obtained from the main paid job and the over-time incomes and compensations, extra 

pay in the main job – bonus, performance, extra-payed projects etc.  The lowest quartile of this 

earnings scale is considered to be precarious. 

 

Using the two proposed indicators, the multi-dimensional model of precarious work of 

high-skilled workers is composed by adding three more dimensions from the EWCS: 

The working time indicator is constructed through the number of hours worked in the 

main paid job and the number of days per week worked in the main job. Employees working 40 

hours or more weekly (90th percentile), or employees working 6 days or more weekly (95th 

percentile) are considered to be in a precarious position based for this dimension. The same 

indicator can be used to distinguish between part-time and full- time contracts. A large 

proportion of the precarious contracts are assumed to be intensive and very intensive because of 

the intensive working hours, but also refer also to the “over-commitments” in order to 

compensate in the form of rewards or career advancements.  

The ‘involuntary part-time employment’ is related to the precariousness and allows the 

examination of the share of part-time workers on an involuntary basis using the items from 

EWCS 2015 - “free choice regarding working hours – preference for hours/week”. Precarious 

working times is constructed through two questions: the number of hours worked in the main 

paid job and the number of days per week worked in the main job. Employees working more 

than 40 hours, or employees working more than 5 days weekly are considered to be in a 

precarious position compared with the others employees. This dimension is connected to the 

‘schedule unpredictability’ which means the presence (or absence) of uncompensated 

exceptional working times and lack of control over schedule. The schedule unpredictability is 

analysed though the items - “no changes to schedule or changes known several weeks before” -  

means the lack of control over schedule and “known several days before, or known the day before 

and changes known the same day” – mean very high unpredictability. Still, some exceptional 

working times are taken into account: unusual, exceptional, short-noticed and very flexible 

schedule that changes frequently will be considered precarious work.  

Formal bargaining relations - limited voice - indicators are used for measuring the lack 

of information about health issues (e.g. neurotological issues, pollution etc.), lack of trade union 

representation or committee representing employees, lack of the transparency about meetings 

where the workers can be informed and express their views and working values. The employees 

that were not at all informed about health and safety risks / employee representative was 

considered to be precarious (Vanroelen, et. Al., 2018; Eurofound, 2012): the presence of trade 

unions and social dialogue on health and safety issues has indeed been associated with better 

information flows towards employees” (Eurofound, 2012). Regarding the recent changes in the 

social dialogue legislation, mostly after the Great Recession in Romania, where the possibilists 

of collective representation was highly reduced in the small institutions, the dimension of limited 

voice is indeed related to a precarious work situation, where usually the workers are not 

protected.  
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Imbalanced informal relations - limited say-  indicators refers to the power relations at 

work and in the case of: opportunities for communication and participation with superiors and 

colleagues. The involvement in improving the work organisation activities, participating in the 

decision making or the collaboration with colleagues are used to operationalise the imbalanced 

relations at work. In the EWCS, there are some dimensions for measuring the limited say: “the 

presence or absence of employee involvement is based on whether the employee has a say in the 

choice of his/her working partners” (from the EWCS questionnaire, 2015). The indicator for 

‘limited say’ is based on the following items in the questionnaire: whether workers have been 

asked if they are consulted before targets for their work are set; if they are involved in improving 

the work organisation or work processes of their department or organisation; if they have a say 

in the choice of their working partners; and if they are in general encouraged by their immediate 

supervisor to participate in important decisions (EWCS questionnaire, 2015). The lowest quartile 

as the precarious answer.  

 

4. A specific context: The precarization of early-stage researchers in Romania 

 

This ongoing study addresses the previously unexplored case of the early-stage 

researchers. The literature on academic precarity it is mostly focused from a qualitative and 

exploratory methodology, ethnographic and auto-ethnographic studies (e.g. della Porta, 2015; 

Ivancheva et. al, 2019; Bozzon et al., 2017) on the issues regarding the precarization process of 

academics employed in fixed-term contracts.  As for the quantitative studies, the majority of the 

European surveys are not specifically focused on the employment conditions in academia, 

science and research but there are some examples, as the MORE1, 2 and 3 data gathering project 

which include indicators for measuring the researchers’ mobility paths and experiences when 

travelling for work. The circumstances of early career researchers’ experiences direct the 

attention to the European structural transformation of capitalist economies which over the past 

few decades have led to the upsurge of precarious situations and biographical costs for working 

in academia (Davies, 2005; Lempiäinen, 2015). The economic crisis in Romania started with a 

significant reduction of the available resources in conducting academic research together with a 

precarization of the young researchers ‘s generation by a limited access to tenure track positions. 

The employment conditions in academic research and higher education sector are highly based 

on competition, hyper-productivity concerning the scientific publications, high mobility in order 

to participate to international conferences etc. After 2009-2010, the permanent employment 

opportunities in research and higher education system suffered various transformations though 

flexible arrangements, as hourly-paid jobs, fixed-term contracts or project-based contracts.  

The neoliberal conception in the Romanian higher education and research recruitment 

was translated into practice by a higher level of competition and productivity demands that 

affects, on the one hand the increasing precarious work experiences in terms of both insecurity 

and insufficient income. On the other hand, the recruitment system in research and science sector 

tended to open a minor number of new positions for young researchers and teaching assistants 

which immediately after 2010 was transformed in non-permanent contracts. Still, the 

competition at the national level remains very high, by imposing also high mobility and hyper-

productivity, as well. 
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Fig. 2 Employment at atypical working time as a percentage of the total 

employment, within the science and engineering associate professionals and information 

and communications technology technicians group 2 

 

 
Source: Eurostat, LFS [lfsa_esegatyp] 

 

It is clear that in Romania the sociological approach for studying the link between 

flexible jobs and precariousness in academia and research sector is relatively new, marginalizing 

the short-term precarious teaching positions to postdoc contracts (Eurofound, 2010; 2013; 

Eurostat, 2018; della Porta et. al, 2015). For instance, the academic employment was described 

as been ‘uncertain and precarious’ by many sociologists studying before this phenomenon (della 

Porta 2015, Lempiäinen, 2015). The main argument is that many scholars are employed in fixed-

term posts. We are addressing the term of ‘precariousness’ in research and science sector for 

describing an institutional context of ‘fixed-term’ and ‘unconventional’ part-time job’s offer: 

“Academics plan new research while finishing previous studies, and they constantly apply for 

research money and temporary and permanent posts, some even at the same time in order to 

guarantee living” (ibidem). A great part of the academics is currently working with fixed-term 

contracts and flexible arrangements.  “Getting a permanent job in a European university has 

always been difficult and competitive, but the pace of competition and the number of academic 

workers without a post have rapidly grown. (...) The politics of higher education in the EU has 

encouraged and directed this process (della Porta, 2015: 4). 

 

During and after the Great Recession in Romania, in late 2009, it is noted that many 

reforms of the labour market – social dialogue and sectorial collective agreements - marked the 

employment relations. The case of higher education and research sector wasn’t out of these 

reforms.  The employment changes moved to transfer the autonomy of universities and higher 

education systems, in general, to a ‘business ideology’ in direct association with unsecured 

working conditions and poor life prospects (della Porta, 2015). The combination of different 

                                                             
2 Estimations/ no data for part-time and temporary employment for the Romanian case in science and 
research 
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analytical angles, focusing on the socio-economic conditions of researchers, working 

experiences and organised struggles in finding an academic position in research institutions and 

universities, is also revealed with regard to the socio-political and ‘institutional embeddedness 

of the precarization process’ of the labour market reforms, mostly after de Great Recession in 

2009 (della Porta et. al, 2015; Murgia & Poggio, 2018). 

Furthermore, after the reconstruction of the neoliberal university recruitment system, 

many postdoc and early career researchers searching for a new job in academia had to deal with 

the emphasis on ‘individual responsibility’ and ‘freedom of choice’ by way of despising any 

institutional support for training and practice in the academia. For instance, Davies (2005) 

emphasis the idea of an “impossible” work in the neo-liberal academia regime by mentioning 

the “neo-liberal subject” though five characteristics: consumption, individual responsibility, the 

self-adrift from values, surveillance and autonomy. The consumerism in academia means that 

the employee has to be able “to be flexible, adaptable, open to change, capable of finding new 

projects, and live in relative personal security, or they are not and will be put aside when the 

current project finishes’’ (Chiapello & Fairclough, 2002: 30 In Davies, 2005: 9). Usually in 

academia, the fixed-term and temporary contracts are desirable, for the both parts of this ‘trade’: 

employee and the employer. This type of contracts brings flexibility, change adaptability for 

learning new ideas, mobility ‘opportunities’ for working work in different research projects and 

research institutions across Europe. Perhaps, the most important characteristic of the neo-liberal 

context is the emphasis on the self- responsibility for work success and income security. As fresh 

Ph.D., you will be responsible for finding a position and to sustain your own security income. In 

this regard, “the neoliberal subject becomes both vulnerable and necessarily competitive, 

competition being necessary for survival” (Davies, 2005:10). The self-responsibility is both 

fragile and vulnerable for one’s work security. The elements of an “liberal” self includes the 

capability to develop new skills of “survival” in the academia - earn money, being both flexible 

and responsive, ready to take risk for its own security. The concept of ‘trust’ in neoliberalism is 

no longer realist for a competitive context when the emphasis is on the individual responsibility. 

The “surveillance” means that “each person no longer trusts the other to work properly, and each 

becomes one of the multiple eyes spying on each other”. In the institutional context of 

competitiveness, the work autonomy is becoming more a condition of ‘survival’, then a 

desideratum. The adaptation to this regime is also a part of the fear of “one’s own survival 

created by weakening of unions and security of tenure at work, reduction of support from social 

nets to take care of those who lose their jobs or become ill or old or too frail to work, combined 

with the introduction of discourse that values the short term, the flexible over stasis” (Davies, 

2005: 11).  

Following the neo-liberal approach on academic precariousness as shaped between 

agency vs. structure, the precarious workers had to deal, on the one hand, with the ‘institutional 

process’ of biographical construction of an academic career and then, account for the 

internalisation of social norms regarding personal strategies to handle the precariousness of their 

work situation. In the other hand, ‘neo-liberal institutionalisation’ affect the adaptation process 

and the cultural pillar of one’s career, by sharing uncertain life prospects and precarious work 

experiences. (Pulignano, 2018; Murgia, 2012). 

The flexible work in academia, which traditionally has a transitional role between the 

Ph.D. studies period and an academic tenure-track position, is now facing a new ‘neo-liberal’ 



14 
 

institutionalism reality. Due to the economic crisis after 2009, when in Romania a lot of public 

positions were temporary ‘banned’ in the universities and public research institutions, the low 

ratio of permanents academic contracts was into a continuing fall until present.  

 

Table 1. The total number of the employees in the science and research sector & 

higher education, in 2000, 2010 and 2017 (Romania)3, age 16-65, standard employment 

 2000 2010 2017 

Research & Development  33.400* 30.707 27.367 

Higher education 27.959 29.746 26.266 

Source: INSEE, FOM1054*, SCL104A, CDP102H 

 

Table 2. Distribution of academic staff among the early-career researchers in 

research and development sector, standard employment 

 2010 2017 

Researchers under age 25  1070 295 

Researchers age 25-34  7808 3808 

Source: INSEE, CDP102H 

 

Table 3. National Labour legislation (Labour Code) vs. the informal employment 

relations interpretations 

Fixed-term contract regulation in the Labour 

Code 

                          Informal relations 

 

Research and 

development (fixed -

term contracts) 

Higher education 

(the case of hourly 

paid-contracts)
4
 

 

 

 

 

Art. 82 (3) The individual fixed-term contract 

may be extended, under the conditions 

stipulated in art. 83, and upon the expiry of 

the initial term, with the written consent of 

the parties, for the period of realization of a 

project, program or work. 

Article 82 (5) Individual fixed-term contracts 

concluded within 3 months of finalization of a 

fixed-term contract are considered as 

successive contracts and may not last for more 

than 12 months each. 

Article 84 (1) The individual fixed-term 

employment contract may not be concluded 

for more than 36 months. 

 
- Contract instability: 

The contract is limited 

for 12 months and should 
not succeed 3 years. The 

employee is work-

dependently of an 

existent research 
program/ projects for 

continuing the work 

 
-Limited voice: Power 

relations between 

employee and employer/ 

direct negotiation of the 
contract continuity  

- the contract is not 

renewed automatically 
after the first 12 months  

 

- Limited say: the 
research activity can be 

 
- Contract instability 

The contract is 

limited for 12 
months; 

- The contract is part-

time 

- The contract is not 
automatically 

renewed after 12 

months 
- The work is 

considered seasonal 

and temporary 

 
- Limited voice and 

limited say: The work 

is dependent of the 
Dean/ Department 

Director  

                                                             
3 No data regarding atypical employment in research and higher education in Romania 
4 No data for the atypical employment in higher education 
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modified in any moment 
of the fixed-term contract 

and the worker is not 

protected once the 

employment structure is 
changed 

 

- Low income: see table 4 
 

- No right to take part 
of the university’s 

decisions  

- No collective 

protection 
- No notice if the 

contract is not 

renewed 
 

- Low income: The 

salary is paid in 

conformity with the 
work 

 

Due to the lack of data on atypical employment in science and research, we can argue 

that many academic institutions are preferring to open temporary or fixed-term positions for 

PhDs instead of permanent contracts, because the first category of contracts is considered to be 

‘more advantageous’ in terms of budget savings. The Ph.D. students are employed sometimes 

as teaching assistants in the Romanian universities, without having a teaching contract with the 

university. In the legal terms of the doctoral contracts, the majority of the cases, the students are 

working without being extra-payed for the number of teaching seminars that they currently 

conduct. Not all the doctoral students involved in the teaching activities have a doctoral 

scholarship, but still, in the doctoral contract terms is stipulated that the Ph.D. student must have 

a minim teaching activity in the limit of 6 hours/ week (around three seminars). Taking the 

example of the University of Bucharest, one of the biggest universities in Romania and Eastern 

Europe, have a huge number of Teaching Associated Stuff with hourly-paid contracts in the 

majority of the faculties, especially in the biggest ones, as is the case of the social science 

specialisations. The rate of one hour is related to the teaching rank and it is depending of the 

vacancy of the leading course. In the case of an early -stage Assistant Professor (researcher 0 

degree equivalent) employed with in tenure position with permanent contract, with teaching 

experience between 0-3 years, the monthly income in the University of Bucharest and Romanian 

Academy of Science is the following: 

 

Table 4. The gross salaries for the Assistant Professor position5 and researcher 0-

degree equivalent6 at the University of Bucharest and Romanian Academy of Science 

comparing to the minimum and medium income 

Salary degree 0 1 2 3 4 5 

The gross amount (in 

RON/ 2018 for 

University of 

Bucharest) 

3568  

(750 €)   

3790 3948 4116 4205 4295 

                                                             
5 The teaching grades in the higher education system in Romania are the fallowing: 1. Assistant Professor/2. 
Lecturer/3. Associate Professor/4. Professor 
6 The research grades for working in research & development are the fallowing: 1. Researcher 0 degree/2. 
Researcher 3th degree/3. Researcher 2 degree/4. Researcher 1 degree.  
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The gross amount (in 

RON/ 2018 for 

Romanian Academy 

of Science) 

2139 

(450 €) 

 

2632 

 

2858 

 

- - - 

The gross minim 

income in 2019 

(January) for higher 

education degree  

2350 

(500 €) 

- - - - - 

The gross medium 

income in 2019 

(march) 

5163  

(1080 €) 

 

- - - - - 

Source: www.unibuc.ro/ www.acad.ro/ INSEE 

 

A key finding for this study is the labour motivation to work in academia. The academic 

position for an early career researcher in social sciences are considered to be precarious because 

of the low level of the incomes, so what motivates a young researcher to remain in academia? 

The academic’s understanding of work trajectory is inseparable from different ideas about the 

valuable work. The academic culture is based on the internalisation of norms and myths about 

passion and values, power and meaningful work. At the same time, the researchers and those 

employed in higher education system are required usually “to be passionate, productive and 

competitive” in the same time (Buzzon et. al, 2017). 

As critical perspective in labour studies, the academic work is normalised as being 

‘intrinsically’ motivational and related to the notion of self – an obedient self - which usually is 

integrating the institutional norms by becoming part of the neo-liberal system. The groups of 

people working in temporary positions internalize the values of the system and become self-

disciplined in the context of their work. (Pulignano, 2018). “For example, the studies have shown 

how socially poor working conditions are built and internalized as "normal" for high-skilled 

workers in creative fields - where workers have seen themselves as promoters or responsible for 

their own talents or competent” (Pulignano, 2018). Moreover, the recent studies related to the 

quality of employment in academia were focused on the debate on work–life balance, from the 

dimension of the individual responsibility about both work and social life reconciliation: “these 

opportunities to reconcile academic work and family responsibilities appear to be conditioned 

by the institutional setting and welfare regime of the country concerned (Le Feuvre, 2009, 2015 

in Bozzon et al., 2017). In other terms, the critics on the academic employment are also pointed 

to the fact that “the universities are not gender-neutral organizations” and the barriers to gender 

equality it’s an important source of power relations and enforment gaps in the culture of the 

universities’ employment regime. The science and research as ‘economic sector’ is indeed 

related to the risk of the informal relations, even if the access to a permanent position is 

understood as a very competitive – based on higher profile candidatures and on a transparent 

process of recruitment, sometimes stipulated as gender equal. Bozzon et al. (2017) are defining 

the academic work as being dominated symbolically by males, where “the scientist is a male 

worker without domestic or familial obligations totally committed to his work” without any 

career interruption, constant availability and scientific devoted to the work they performed. The 

issues of gender representation in the science and research sector allow us to largely open a more 

http://www.unibuc.ro/
http://www.acad.ro/
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complex debate on precariousness and his roots in privileged academic contexts characterized 

by competition, insecurity and mobility life. 

 

Preliminary conclusions and short discussion 

The paper aimed to open the black box of the precarization effect on the early-stage 

researchers considered as `high-skilled’ workers, by introducing a conceptual model of 

precarious employment in the science and research sector.  

Based on a conceptual model proposal inspired by the theory-based dimensions of 

Rodgers&Rodgers (1989), developed lately by Standing (2011) and Kalleberg (2011) and on the 

scale proposal that was empirical tested in Spain by Ambles & Vives (2006; 2015) and by the 

European social indicators that were used before in EWCS, 6th Wave (2013; 2015) for measuring 

precarious work for vulnerable workers in Belgium, this article argued that the preciousness has 

multiple effects that create work insecurity. The theoretical line on precarious employment has 

been focused in a wider context for understanding the precarious working conditions of early 

career researchers employed with flexible contracts (non-tenured) and the consequences that 

affect the personal and family lives of the workers. The critical perspectives are pointed out 

through the context of the science and research sector in Romania, in terms of neo-liberal policies 

and work legislation, after de Great Recession in 2009 which completely changed the 

employment conditions and the access for young researchers in tenure positions, after 

completely the Ph.D.  

The main scope of this article was to propose a multi-dimensional model of precarious 

employment for the high-skilled workers employed in early stage career, that usually are not 

considered precarious in the currently academic literature on precariousness. The model was 

conducted along two main indicators: employment insecurity and insufficient income. The both 

indicators are related to the precarization effect and to the risk of insecurity. The rise of the great 

flexible jobs which apparently offer flexibility and autonomy in choosing the time-line of work 

is analysed in the context of poor career prospects, lack of control over work continuity and 

difficulty to have a balance between personal life and professional attends. The neo-liberal model 

in Romanian academia is totally pointed to the need of professional competition, devotion to 

work and writing, intensive working hours in the name of the ‘passion for doing science’. The 

early-career positions in science and research are usually opened with temporary work 

arrangements, project-based earnings or hourly-paid contracts for Ph.D. students or for young 

Ph.Ds. As the Labour Code interpretations showed, the contract instability is related to the other 

dimensions of precarious employment that were included in the model proposal: empowerment 

relations, limited voice and limited say. These working conditions in the flexible arrangements 

usually come with an increasing pressure to respect the academic rankings, in order to move to 

an upper position in the institution or to obtain a tenure position. The pressure for completing 

the academic rankings is concerning the publications in international scientific journals, the 

geographical mobility for networking, the applications for grants etc. The informal relations at 

work are considered barriers to gender balance and also a source of power relations, with limited 

possibilities to negotiate the work tasks and sometimes, the control over the work schedule, in 

the case of the small teaching positions hourly-paid. The temporary contracts are not taken into 

consideration for the decision-making in the institution and the workers are not collective 
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represented, so usually any issue related to the work continuity and working conditions is a 

subject of negotiation between worker and director.  

In concluding this article, specifically addressed to the Romanian context, the early-

stage researchers and young Ph.Ds employed in temporary teaching contracts are rarely in the 

attention of social research or policy related reports because they are not considered precarious 

by the only association with an science and research career. Still, it is urgent and necessary to 

discuss all the implications of the proposed indicators in order to study the precarization effect 

on this groups of workers. First of all, they are not protected by the legislation of social dialogue, 

they don’t have the same rights as those employed in tenure positions. Their position in the 

institution is demanding the direct negotiation of working conditions and work continuity, with 

a financial- dependency of the power relations at work and risk in developing informal relations. 

The early stage position with flexible contract is representing a direct consequence of the 

reformation of labour legislation in Romania, particularly after the Great Recession stated. 

Despite other academic positions with permanent contracts, this category of flexible workers is 

continually in the pressure for competition and productivity, for developing the necessary skills 

for obtaining a tenure position.  

  The current studies on early stage workers in science and research are naming their 

status as “non-workers” because of the lack of access “to the welfare and security measures 

currently available for other professionals employed on temporary contracts” (Bozzon et. al, 

2017). Based on the precarious work theories, it was argued that precariousness it is concept that 

indicate multi-dimensional factors that create work insecurity and insufficient income, as well 

as the lack of collective protection. The majority of the scale proposals and conceptual models 

that were tested before are related to the vulnerable groups and not the high-skilled workers. The 

main argument for proposing a new model of precarious work is the national context of labour 

legislation and social protection of workers. Moreover, this critique is directed to the fact the 

early stage positions are usually payed closer to the minimum income and are involving 

insecurity for work continuity, power relations and informal negotiation, with limited voice and 

limited say.  For this reason, the two main proposed indicators were integrated in the conceptual 

model for showing the precarious status of this group of workers. Because this article proposes 

a non-tested model, during the lack of a databases on science and research sector in Romania, 

the analytical point was to address the invisible case of the early-stage workers understood as 

`high-skilled’ workers on the Romanian labour market and to describe the indicators that were 

developed in different models on precarious work.  
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