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ITALY
Garcia insBtuBon: University of Trento

Authors: Daniela Ferri, Rossella Bozzon, Annalisa Murgia 

1. INTRODUCTION 

In the last decade, the Italian academic system was profoundly modified by a
comprehensive reform which recast the ins8tu8onal governance system, the
internal organiza8on of the Italian public universi8es, academic staff recruitment,
selec8on and career advancement procedures, as well as flexibilizing early career
stages (Bozzon et al. 2015). Such reform went hand in hand with substan8al
reduc8on of public financial resources devolved to research and development
ac8vi8es and with steady growth in the number of PhD-graduates per year, which
almost tripled between 1998 and 2014. The ability of the Italian academic system
to absorb the new genera8on of researchers has significantly reduced over the
past decade, and it has only par8ally been compensated by an increased chance to
carry on a research career outside academia in the wider Italian labour market
(Martucci 2011; Ballarino Colombo 2010). 

The current composi8on of academic staff reflects the consequences of the recent
university reform. Between 2008 and 2014 permanent posi8ons shrank by 18%,
but they were not fully replaced by new entrants or career advancements (Table
1). At the same 8me, there was a substan8al increase in temporary posi8ons, all
concentrated among early-career researchers. In 2014, more than a third of
research ac8vi8es were carried out by fixed-term researchers and postdoc
research fellows. Given the lack of women in top posi8ons, the incidence of non-
tenured posi8ons among women is higher than that among men (respec8vely 40%
and 28%) (Bozzon et al., 2015) 

Despite these substan8al changes in the composi8on of Italian research staff, the
gender gap among the various academic posi8ons seems to remain stable over
8me (Bozzon et al. 2015). The structure of the Italian academic hierarchy maintains
a scissor pamern (Fig. 1). The main bomleneck corresponds to transi8on to the
assistant professor posi8ons. While women outnumber men among students, and
the propor8on of men and women is quite balanced among PhD students and
postdocs, only 46.4 percent of permanent assistant professors are female and 42.7
percent among fixed-term assistant professors (these lamer are researchers hired
aVer the introduc8on of the last reform in 2010). It has been documented that the
disadvantage (understood as transi8on rate) of Italian female academic staff in
career advancements did not change between 2000 to 2011 – for transi8on to
both associate professorships and full professorships (Fravni and Rossi, 2012).
These career advancement disadvantages of women are documented in various
fields of sciences, such as physics (Lissoni et al. 2011) and economics (Corsi 2014),
and for employees of the CNR (Na8onal Research Council) (Palomba 2000; Menni8
and Cappellaro 2000). 

In this context, the University of Trento (UNITN) is one of the Italian universi8es
with the lowest presence of women among its research and academic staff (Fravni
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and Rossi 2012). In 2014, the propor8on of women in the university’s en8re
scien8fic staff (full, associate and assistant professors, and postdocs) was 29.7%,
while the Italian average was 40.5%. Figure 1 highlights how a strong gender
imbalance characterized all the academic posi8ons at the UNITN with the
excep8on of students.

Focusing on fixed-term research staff, which represent the target popula8on of the
GARCIA project, the incidence of fixed-term assistant professors and postdocs at
the UNITN reached 42.7% in 2014, about 7 percentage points higher than the
Italian average. Also in the case of UNITN, given the lack of women among top
posi8ons, the propor8on of unstable researchers is higher among women than
men (respec8vely 52.6 and 38.3) (Table 1). 

Study of the incidence of fixed-term researchers in the two Departments involved
in the GARCIA Project – the Department of Sociology and Social Research (DSRS)
and the Department of Informa8on Engineering and Computer Science (DISI) –
highlights that while in the DSRS these posi8ons represent overall 35.5% of the
scien8fic staff, in the case of DISI they exceed 60%. 

The majority of fixed-term researchers (at na8onal, local and departmental level)
are research fellows. Postdoc fellow posi8ons are usually financed by external
funds and can be considered a proxy for the capacity of each university or
department to be involved in useful research networks (within and outside the
academic sector) and gather research funding, which is an indispensable feature of
their scien8fic reputa8on. The DISI at UNITN, with a research staff composed by
57% of postdocs fellows, is an extreme example of virtuous interac8ons and
exchange of resources between the university system and other public and private
external interlocutors. 

At the same 8me, postdoc fellows are a paradigma8c example of the precariza8on
of academic careers. Differently from assistant professors, who are public servants
with full access to welfare provisions at na8onal, local and organiza8onal level,
research fellows are grant-holders not en8tled to receive any unemployment
benefit or other social security provisions or income support measures because
they are considered ‘students’ (hence part of the inac8ve popula8on). Moreover,
they are oVen excluded by, or not fully included in, university policies at local level.
Because postdocs are not employed with a dependent contract, they are simply
not considered part of the university community.
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Tab 1 –  Research staff and ter8ary students in Italy, U
niversity of Trento, DSRS, and DISI in 2014.
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One of the main aims of the GARCIA project has been since its beginning to iden8fy the
main challenges in achieving gender equality in organisa8ons by focusing on the early
stages of academic careers as crucial for understanding how universi8es can prevent the
‘female leaky pipeline’ phenomenon and bemer support researchers’ careers and
working condi8ons. The approach adopted has been par8cularly innova8ve, since we
decided not to focus on the leaky pipe phenomenon by looking at women and men s8ll
working in academia, as is usually the case in research on gender and research careers;
rather, we decided – through the use of both quan8ta8ve and qualita8ve techniques – to
understand the reasons why postdocs and early career researchers have been ‘forced’ to
leave academia, or have ‘chosen’ to work outside the academic/research system.

The ‘brain drain’ of PhD holders has been analysed from a gender perspec8ve, giving
voice to ‘leaked’ people working as postdocs in two selected departments of the
University of Trento – Informa8on Engineering and Computer Science (DISI) and
Sociology and Social Research (DSRS) – from the beginning of 2010 to the beginning of
2014, but who were no longer working in those departments at the 8me of the
interviews (conducted between the end of 2014 and the beginning of 2015)

Contac8ng postdocs who had leV the two departments studied was one of the most
complicated and 8me-consuming ac8vi8es of the GARCIA project. However, in order to
understand in depth the reasons for the leaky pipeline phenomenon, we thought it
essen8al to collect the experiences of people who had leV the university in order to
determine whether they had chosen to pursue a different career, or whether they had
been forced to abandon research by discriminatory working condi8ons and/or
organiza8onal cultures that do not support researchers, and par8cularly female ones, at
the beginning of their academic careers, both at professional level and also, and perhaps
to an even greater extent, in reconciling their work with construc8on of a sa8sfactory
private and family life.

Moreover, the research design envisaged interviews not only with respondents who had
recently leV the two departments studied but also with those s8ll working in them with
postdoc or assistant professor posi8ons. By comparing the narra8ves on the career
experiences of the early career researchers who had recently worked at the DISI and
DSRS departments as postdocs, who were currently working there with a postdoc
posi8on, and who had been recently employed in those departments as assistant
professors, we aimed to provide an accurate diagnosis of the leaky pipeline
phenomenon and on the main ins8tu8onal supports and difficul8es experienced in the
departments studied. Moreover, the use of an induc8ve approach allowed us to conduct
an in-depth analysis which furnished interes8ng results on the organisa8onal condi8ons
which may help to pursue an academic career, and to devise self-tailored ini8a8ves to be
implemented in the two departments concerned. 

The chapter is organized as follows. We first present the methodology adopted to collect
the interviews. We then move to analysis of the three main categories of early career
researchers involved in the project: (i) postdocs who had leV/moved; (ii) current
postdocs; (iii) newly-employed assistant professors. Finally, the conclusions make some
recommenda8ons for tackling the leaky pipeline phenomenon at organisa8onal and
na8onal level. 
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2. METHODOLOGY

At the University of Trento, the study popula8on consisted of a sample of 41 people (12
women and 8 men at the DSRS and 9 women and 12 men at the DISI). Interviews were
conducted with early-career researchers, and in par8cular with three main target
categories:

- Twenty one subjects who worked as postdocs from the beginning of 2010 to the
beginning of 2014 at the DISI and the DSRS departments. More specifically, in each
department, interviews involved PhD holders who: (i) had leV the University of Trento to
start different working paths unrelated to research (2 for DISI and 4 for DSRS); (ii) had
moved from the DISI (9) and DSRS (6) to con8nue their research careers (in the same or a
different country), at public or private universi8es, at research centres, or in the private
sector.

- Twelve postdocs currently working at the DISI (6) and at the DSRS (6). 

- Eight assistant professors without a tenure track currently working at the DISI (4) and at
the DSRS (4).  

Among the interviewees who were working or had worked in the past at the DISI, 5 out
of 21 had children (1 woman and 4 men). Among the interviewees who were working or
had worked in the past at the DSRS, 7 out of 20 had children (4 women and 3 men).
However, among early career researchers s8ll working in the selected departments at
the 8me of the interviews, conducted from November 2014 to March 2015, there were
only 3 male assistant professors and one male postdoc with children at the DISI
department, and 2 assistant professors (one men and one woman) and 2 male postdocs
at the DSRS department (see the table below). Therefore, we were not able to interview
female postdocs with children in neither of the two departments studied.

Tab 2. -  Interviewees by department, posi8on, sex and number of children
Male Female Total

STEM Department
Assistant Professors with children 3 0 3
Assistant Professors without children 0 1 1
Current Postdocs with children 1 0 1
Current Postdocs without children 2 3 5
Ex-Postdocs with children 0 1 1
Ex-Postdocs without children 6 4 10
Total 12 9 21

SSH Department
Assistant Professors with children 1 1 2
Assistant Professors without children 1 1 2
Current Postdocs with children 2 0 2
Current Postdocs without children 2 2 4
Ex-Postdocs with children 0 3 3
Ex-Postdocs without children 2 5 7
Total 8 12 20

Total Interviewees 20 21 41
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In construc8ng the sample, the inclusion criteria also considered the research units in
the selected departments, the purpose being to obtain an overview of different research
groups. The interviewees agreed to par8cipate in our study on having been fully
informed of the research objec8ves and methodology. 

A common interview guide was used for the interviews of all the target categories: the
early stages academic staff (postdocs and assistant professors – the target of the WP4 of
the GARCIA project) and people who had worked as postdocs at the DISI and the DSRS
and moved to other ins8tu8ons or had leV research (the target popula8on of the WP6).

In conduc8ng the interviews, two different temporal perspec8ves were explored. The
first was chronological, related to biographical life-lines, and focused on past
professional trajectories and expecta8ons for the future. The second one concerned
everyday life, considering both work and other life domains. More specifically, five key
areas were explored: 1) individual trajectory; 2) organisa8onal culture and everyday
working life; 3) well-being and work-life balance; 4) career development; 5) perspec8ves
on the future. The interview guide was translated into Italian in order to interview Italian
PhD holders in their mother tongue. In order to avoid interviewing colleagues working in
our same departments, we took advantage of the collabora8on of two external
researchers.

At the end of the interview, several socio-demographic characteris8cs were collected:
academic field; sex; age; na8onality; educa8onal qualifica8ons of parents; professions of
parents; rela8onship status (in couple/married, single, etc.); housing (rented or owned);
co-habita8on (living in a couple, with friends, colleagues, parents, etc.); children
(number and age); partner’s employment (type of work; part/full 8me; type of
employment contract); partner’s income (net monthly); interviewee’s income (net
monthly). Due to the small organisa8onal size of the Department of Sociology and Social
Research, these data are not included in the report in order to avoid the risk of not
respec8ng the interviewees’ confiden8ality and anonymity. We faced the same problem
for the Department of Informa8on Engineering and Computer Science, but only for the
data related to the assistant professors.

The interviews lasted between 50 minutes to 2.5 hours and were en8rely recorded and
then transcribed. The narra8ves collected were used for a thema8c analysis by adop8ng
an induc8ve approach. At the same 8me, a deduc8ve research design was also used by
following the guidelines developed within the GARCIA project in order to make possible
future comparisons between the empirical material collected at the various universi8es
and research organisa8ons involved in the project. The material gathered was organised
and coded using the Atlas.8 soVware. 

The approach adopted made it possible to understand the interviewees’ trajectories
retrospec8vely by analysing the different experiences of PhD holders who – aVer a
postdoc at the DISI or DSRS – had ‘moved’ to another university or the private sector, or
who had ‘leV’ the academic or research career to start different work paths unrelated to
research. Moreover, as already men8oned, these interviews were compared with those
conducted with postdocs and newly-employed assistant professors s8ll working at the
departments of the University of Trento. This comparison afforded understanding of the
career trajectories of those who had remained compared with those who had
moved/leV, and the problems encountered by researchers working inside and outside
academia. 
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In what follows, we report findings based on this qualita8ve analysis. These results
introduce a discussion, for the three target categories, of the topics that we iden8fied as
key elements: the previous academic career; the reasons for moving from/leaving the
DISI and the DSRS; the main difficul8es encountered; the current situa8on (professional
and private); expecta8ons and future projects; representa8ons of the most successful
academic trajectories. When analysing the collected narra8ves, par8cular amen8on was
paid to gender differences, parental situa8on, and the academic disciplines – Computer
Science and Sociology – to which the interviewees belonged.

3. LEAVERS AND MOVERS

In this sec8on we focus on early career researchers who had been postdocs at the DISI
and DSRS but were now working elsewhere. In par8cular, we dis8nguish between
‘leavers’, who had leV the world of research, and ‘movers’, who had leV the departments
analysed but con8nued to do research in academia or the private sector.

3.1. The previous academic career

The interviews conducted at the DISI and the DSRS evidence the differences between the
two departments in regard to the previous academic career, but also a similarity
between what the ‘leavers’ and ‘movers’ of the same department said.

3.1.1. Leavers

As regards the leavers, in the two departments inves8gated both men and women had
usually remained, for an ini8al period, within the department in which they had received
their doctorates, working with project contracts or as research assistants:

“[I received] my doctorate in April 2008. Since then I’ve had some project
contracts, so that I’ve basically conQnued to work with the research team that
I worked with before” (Woman, former DISI postdoc)

The main difference between the two departments was that postdoc posts were more
oVen obtained at the DSRS by people who had received their doctorates in the same
department, whereas at the DISI it was more common for postdocs to come from other
universi8es. However, it should be borne in mind that the number of postdoc posi8ons is
much higher at the DISI: on 31 December 2014, there were 13 postdocs at the DSRS and
60 at the DISI.

3.1.2. Movers

A dis8nc8on must be drawn between the DISI movers and the DSRS movers as regards
previous professional experience. Whilst at the DISI it is more common, for both women
and men, to have linear careers and obtain a postdoc grant almost immediately aVer
award of the doctorate, at the DSRS careers seem more fragmented:

“I already knew before finishing my doctorate that there was a quite good
prospect of their keeping me. They told me before I finished [...]. I worked a
lot with *** and he told me that he wanted to conQnue working with me”
(Woman, former DISI postdoc)
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“I took the decision to try to get away from academic work to see if I had any
other opQons [...]. I got a job at *** but aker five months the situaQon
became parQcularly difficult: [...] then aker five months I decided to quit
because it wasn’t giving me anything” (Woman, former DSRS postdoc).

“When the postdoc post finished and they let me know that there was no
chance of remaining in the department, I knew I had to reorganize myself. I
went looking for other contracts and unQl I decided to formalize things by
opening a VAT posiQon, and in the meanQme I applied for teaching jobs”
(Man, former DSRS postdoc).

3.2. Reasons for leaving/moving and main difficulBes encountered

As regards the reasons that induced interviewees to leave the respec8ve departments,
there were some differences between the DISI respondents and those of the DSRS.

3.2.1. Leavers

At the DISI, among the interviewees who had en8rely abandoned research work, the
majority said that they had taken the decision for three main reasons: (i) the low level of
pay and scant prospects of stable employment; (ii) the difficulty of reconciling private life
with work; (iii) professional dissa8sfac8on.

The first reason was cited solely by the women interviewed:

“Speaking of salary, I don’t think I was being paid enough at the DISI for the
work I was doing. This is because the schedule was such that I had to work
almost around the clock [...]. Then there was no chance of stabilizaQon in
either the short, medium or long term, so basically when I was offered this
permanent contract I accepted it immediately” (Woman, former DISI postdoc)

However, the second reason cited – i.e. the possibility of reconciling private life and work
– was men8oned by both women and men, who maintained that research imposes
irregular work schedules which preclude commitment to anything except work:

“I realized that the work I was doing would have been hard to reconcile with
family life and especially with having children [...]. I and my wife had two
difficult lives because we were both doing research. We weren’t Superman or
Wonder-woman. So this would have also limited the possibility of managing
any future children” (Man, former DISI postdoc)

However, it should be emphasised that while some men viewed 8me management as
problema8c – as in the interview quoted above – in other cases, they perceived it as one
of the most posi8ve aspects of being a researcher.

A third reason that had induced some male interviewees to leave the DISI, and research
more generally, had to do with personal dissa8sfac8on due to a difficult rela8onship with
the supervisor and/or the lack of clarity and defini8on of tasks.

At the DSRS, among those respondents who had abandoned an academic career, the
reasons given referred mainly to: (i) the pace of work; (ii) the difficulty of reconciling
family life with work; (iii) professional dissa8sfac8on.
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The pace of work and the standards to fulfil in research were described as excessively
demanding in terms of number of publica8ons, conferences to amend, teaching, wri8ng
projects, and so on, thus leaving limle 8me for private life. Especially the women
iden8fied the main reason for leaving the department as the need to invest too many
resources in a professional career with an uncertain outcome:

“In fact, I’ve given up my academic career: to keep ahead in the rat race I
would have to work at a pace incompaQble with my psychophysical make-up.
I’ll never have a contract as a researcher, I’ll never have a stable job. But I try
to maintain a mental and physical balance; I’ll be happy if I can keep the
contracts and research assistantships, but if I can’t ... never mind!” (Woman,
former DSRS postdoc).

A second reason was cited by the (very few) female interviewees with children. These
stated that an academic career was en8rely irreconcilable with the family sphere:

“With two children it’s absolutely impossible to keep up with all the things
that the university requires of you to be stabilized. There’s no compaQbility
between the two spheres, so you’re forced to make choices: either you focus
on the career, and do only that, or you choose to have children, and so you
have to look for other jobs” (Woman, former DSRS postdoc).

Finally, also in the case of the DSRS, some interviewees – all men – had leV the
department because of a lack of job sa8sfac8on in academia. These accounts did not
centre on reasons related to the impossibility of reconciling family and working life, but
rather the decision to give priority to one’s own interests and research prac8ces over
affilia8on with the department:

“It must be said that research is not always related to academic acQvity or
that of the department. SomeQmes research – in more or less fortunate
circumstances – is also easier and freer outside departments because these
are actually very hierarchical structures and it’s hard to find room for
manoeuvre [...] and then what is the purpose of research in the end? What
are its pracQcal outcomes? I think it’s important to leave the university
system” (Man, former DSRS postdoc).

In the stories of the leavers interviewed at the DSRS, there were some aspects of
experience in the department which were not men8oned among the reasons for leaving
research, but which recurred in interviews as par8cularly problema8c issues. A first
difficulty related to hos8lity among different research groups.

“A factor that certainly permeates the DSRS concerns negoQaQon on the
policies that orchestrate everything [...]. AffiliaQon is deeply felt and opens
the way for people who born already full professors’” (Woman, former DSRS
postdoc)

“What I’ve perceived is that the atmosphere in the department is fraught [...].
It’s a very hierarchized organizaQon in which there are irreconcilable conflicts,
and those affected are the most vulnerable people, those with fixed-term
contracts” (Man, former DSRS postdoc)

Another difficulty experienced by the DSRS leavers was the impossibility of collabora8ve
research. On the other hand, there were interviewees who preferred individual work:
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“The work that I did was very individual. I didn’t have much contact with
other people and I didn’t feel an atmosphere of collaboraQve research, which
is very important for me [...]. Working on my own was Qresome. The work
was fascinaQng but doing it alone, with just the computer screen in front of
me, was harmful in the long run” (Man, former DSRS postdoc).

“I had to achieve the objecQves that I had been set. Then I could manage
things as I thought best. It was very individual work which frequently didn’t
involve collaboraQon with others, but I didn’t see this as negaQve” (Woman,
former DSRS postdoc).

A final difficulty – which was stressed by both female and male “leavers” at the DSRS –
concerned employment instability:

“When you work with a postdoc grant lasQng twelve months, you have to
imagine what will happen aker those twelve months, and you have to get
moving to avoid ending up on the street [...]. It’s this precarious dimension of
work that weighs you down, and it’s always present in research. I suffered
experiences that I’d had before. Intermivent periods of work increased my
insecurity” (Man, former DSRS postdoc)

3.2.2. Movers

As regards the DISI movers who had leV the department but con8nued to do research, a
dis8nc8on should be drawn between the reasons that had induced them to move to
other universi8es and those that had led them to take jobs in companies.

Among those working in academia, both women and men emphasised two factors which
had persuaded them to move to other universi8es: one – expressed especially by non-
Italians living far from their loved ones – was the family:

"I moved from the department to my country for personal rather than
professional reasons [...]. I know it was fortunate for me to be back in ***, so
at least I could be around the family. But it was really purely for personal,
rather than professional reasons” (Man, former DISI postdoc).

The second factor had instead to do with, first, the desire to have interna8onal
opportuni8es – especially at universi8es of pres8ge in the interviewees’ areas of interest
– and second, the desire for different experiences:

“I liked working at the DISI, but I wanted to gain different experiences [...]. I
think it’s bever to have more than one experience in different places than to
have a very long one [...]. So I moved just to get bever academic experiences.
Basically that’s the main reason” (Woman, former DISI postdoc).

Among the DISI movers currently doing research in the private sector, the decision to
work in a company was instead explained, by both women and men, as mo8vated by the
desire to achieve the greater stability – in terms of contract and career – offered by
companies with respect to universi8es:

“I applied for a job at *** because basically there was no chance of staying at
the DISI. So I could either remain there with a totally precarious post without
any stability or guarantees, or look for another job but one sQll linked to
research, because it’s what I like and what I want to do” (Woman, former DISI
postdoc)
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“I didn’t have any chance of staying there. Actually for the last six months I
looked around for a job. I tried to write proposals for the European
Commission or something like that, but I was not lucky at that Qme and found
nothing. When I was offered a chance to enter this insQtuQon with a more
stable contract, I accepted it” (Man, former DISI postdoc)

Interes8ngly, while none of the movers working at universi8es had children, several of
those employed by companies did so.

Among those working for a company, another reason for leaving academia was the
different level of concreteness of research conducted at universi8es and in industry. In
fact, some of the interviewees working at the DISI saw university research as highly
theore8cal and excessively abstract. Research within companies was different, they said,
because it has a greater impact on society:

“Research in the company is much more concrete, and that’s what I was
looking for [...]. During the PhD I thought that I’d like it a lot more, but I
eventually realized that I wanted something more concrete because you don’t
know whether or not what we produce as researchers will be used by
someone in twenty years’ Qme” (Man, former DISI postdoc)

“I’m doing much more applied research. Because that’s my goal. For me,
technology is a tool, and I want to use it for projects that have a social
impact. So, let’s say, rather than theoreQcal research, what is needed is
technology to implement [...]” (Woman, former DISI postdoc).

Finally, among those interviewees doing research in companies, there were both
respondents who described the lack of teaching ac8vity as a bonus and those who were
nostalgic about their teaching du8es when they worked at universi8es.

"When I was at the DISI, I also had to teach. It wasn’t something that I
parQcularly liked ... also because it oken slowed down my research because I
couldn’t devote myself one hundred percent to it as I’d have liked” (Woman,
former DISI postdoc)

“One thing that I miss somewhat is having discussions with students. I know
that many of my colleagues consider teaching to be the boring part of the
researcher’s job, but for me it was never like that. Indeed, some students even
gave me important inputs for my research” (Man, former DISI postdoc)

Among the DSRS movers, we found none who were currently doing research outside the
academic system, but only researchers who had changed university, remaining in Italy or
moving abroad.

"When I received this proposal and accepted it, the Sociology department no
longer had the problem of finding funds to keep me there. This is not an
accusaQon but a maver of fact [...]. It is not that I was encouraged to leave,
but when I spoke to the department about this proposal, they told me that it
was fine by them. As if to say: go, because there’s nothing for you here”
(Woman, former DSRS postdoc).

Only very few of the interviewees had moved to other departments aVer obtaining a
post as an assistant or (more rarely) associate professor.
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Also in the case of the movers, interviewees in both departments cited difficul8es
experienced during the postdoc; but these were not presented as the reasons for exit
from the department.

As already said in regard to the leavers, a first difficulty was the lack of coopera8on
within the research group to which the interviewee belonged. However, among the
movers it was mainly women who reported a lack of coopera8on among members of the
team.

“The things that I didn’t like very much were how that group was organized
and how there was no real interacQon in it: it was as if every member did
their part without really construcQng something ... and working together. And
this was someQmes rather frustraQng, because they saw something as an end
in itself [...]. Each member had lots of potenQal but didn’t share it. The work
was very individualised. This is what I perceived” (Woman, former DISI
postdoc).

“I always felt like an appendage without being part of something ... I always
had this sensaQon of suffocaQng [...]. I never felt fully integrated into the
group’s dynamics. I don’t say that I was marginalized, but it was something
that I someQmes felt. Perhaps because they knew that I wasn’t going to stay
there long and had no desire to invest in relaQonships which would not last
long” (Woman, former DSRS postdoc)

The majority of the male “movers”, however, in both departments, described a high
degree of collabora8on among the members of the group – even ones with different
disciplinary backgrounds – when they worked as postdocs:

“I think it’s incredibly structured and collaboraQve. In fact, the way that
people integrated and worked together was quite a revelaQon, I’d say [...].
The philosophy of the group was very efficient and everybody had input to
give and people were valued for their input. The group was so collaboraQve
and everybody was able to discuss the work that they were doing and get
feedback from other people; I think it’s a very useful way of collaboraQng”
(Man, former DISI postdoc).

“My relaQonship with the other members of the group was great. We went
out together and also met outside the department [...]. We oken
collaborated, wriQng arQcles together” (Man, former DSRS postdoc)

If amen8on shiVs from the research group to the climate more generally perceived
within the department, apparent during the interviews were a number of cri8cal issues
regarding the DSRS which both men and women reported.

“I remember how hard it was to enter the department on some mornings,
because I was associated with a parQcular group, and if I met a member of
the Ghibelline or Guelph facQon on the stairs, they’d scowl at me or wouldn’t
greet me, not even in response to my own greeQng” (Woman, former DSRS
postdoc).

“It seemed to me that they had a parochial mentality: there were several
people Qed to research groups rather than to certain lecturers [...]. I sensed
that they reasoned according to the scheme that ‘I’m on this side, and for any
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proposal made by a colleague from another group I’ll always be a nit-picker
and find a reason to say that it’s no good’” (Man, former DSRS postdoc).

Another difficulty experienced by a number of interviewees – at both the DISI and the
DSRS – concerned work not envisaged by the terms of the contract. At the DISI, these
‘extra’ tasks were mainly due to requests by project coordinators to ‘lighten’ their
workloads. It was also one of the areas in which gender differences were most evident:

“Another thing which wasn’t very nice was that I had to work on a European
project. But I also did work that wasn’t pure research at all: I organized
conference calls, talked to the partners, emailed ... which was not what I
imagined when I got this post” (Woman, former DISI postdoc)

“I helped with the wriQng, but the network, maintaining contacts with the
partners, emailing, organizing project meeQngs and all these thing… I was not
really involved, there was a colleague, another postdoc who took care about
these acQviQes, and prevy well too” (Man, former DISI postdoc)

Also at the DSRS there was this implicit request to do work unrelated to research; and
also in this case there were differences between women and men.

“I wasn’t asked to do anything parQcularly heavy ... there was perhaps the
expectaQon that I would organize some workshops or seminars. AcQviQes
anyway related to my subject and which I was interested in doing. I didn’t feel
any parQcular expectaQons about these things; they were more things that I
wanted to do” (Man, former DSRS postdoc).

"During the postdoc I avended to everything, I did everything: I booked dinner
tables, I took visitors around, I babysat for people who came for a few
months, I did everything for the research group to which I belonged, not what
others were asked to do ...” (Woman, former DSRS postdoc)

As well as a different distribu8on of roles, in some cases the women interviewees
described gender inequali8es also in the behaviour of male researchers towards them:

“I really feel that I should say this, because it’s something that’s well known,
and I think it’s because we study and work in a scienQfic-technical field [...]. In
some cases I’ve had the impression that if a woman gives a technical opinion,
offers advice, a suggesQon or a point of view, the other person is already
doub|ul or anyway goes to check with a colleague, maybe a man” (Woman,
former DISI postdoc)

“There were a whole series of masculinist aDtudes disguised as gallantry, so
jokes about how cute you were, opening the door for you, lots of idioQc and
gratuitous smiling... a whole range of highly irritaQng behaviour of that kind”
(Woman, former DSRS postdoc)

Conversely, the men working as postdocs in the two departments said they had not
no8ced any difference in treatment by their colleagues of one or the other sex. However,
in both departments, the male interviewees maintained that there was an implicit
tendency for posi8ons of greater responsibility to be allocated more oVen to men than
to women.

As for the leavers, who had leV research, so for the movers – who instead con8nued to
do research but at other universi8es or research centres – reconcilia8on of work and
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family life was oVen cited among the difficul8es encountered, but with important gender
differences.

At the DISI, most of the men movers said that they could balance work and private life
during their postdocs. In fact, contrary to what had happened during their doctorates,
they had managed to achieve a balance between the two spheres by imposing more or
less definite schedules on themselves and trying not to work at weekends, except to
meet specific deadlines:

“During that period I didn’t work aker six thirty or seven in the evening. I
might work aker seven if I had a deadline. But if I didn’t have one, I lek the
office and switched off completely. At the weekends we went into the
mountains with friends, and I found a bit of Qme for myself ... I checked my
emails on Monday” (Man, former DISI postdoc)

The same scenario was described by the women without children, who said that they
had gradually set limits on their work. The only woman with children interviewed at the
DISI, who had to move another university, instead stressed the difficul8es that she
encountered with maternity:

“I can’t work more because my body won’t let me. If the girl falls asleep at
nine, say, I can’t work in the evening because I just can’t stand it
psychologically, I can’t concentrate anymore, I’m Qred, there are other ...
more things to do at home than before [...]. Now I really don’t feel well, I
don’t feel that I do enough work and that I work as I did before. And I know
that it won’t be like that any longer” (Woman, former DISI postdoc)

Of the same opinion as this interviewee were the DSRS movers, both women and men,
both with and without children. At the DSRS, in fact, the movers shared a narra8ve
which centred on the reconcilia8on issue:

“On the one hand I feel guilty about my work because I can’t give it one
hundred percent – even if they make me understand that I must always be up
to scratch and show that I am. On the other, for the same reason I feel guilty
about my daughter. The thing that happened and sQll happens is that when
I’m with my daughter, I’m sQll thinking about work. It’s a schizophrenic
situaQon: I’m never completely on one side or the other” (Woman, former
DSRS postdoc).

Research is therefore described as a profession that does not allow periods of
interrup8on which would slow down the ac8vi8es required by the department for
someone to be deemed worthy of career advancement.

3.3. The current posiBon

3.3.1. Leavers

The interviews with respondents who had worked as postdocs at the DISI but were no
longer researchers revealed a significant difference between men and women. The
former were sa8sfied with their current jobs, and their narra8ves en8rely reflected their
enthusiasm. In fact, they had been able to find jobs which, though distant from what
they had done previously, gave them a great deal of personal sa8sfac8on:
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“I didn’t feel saQsfied with what I was doing. I realized that research was not
for me. But when I started doing *** I immediately understood that this was
the job that I wanted to do for the rest of my life because it fulfilled me”
(Man, former DISI postdoc)

The women leavers interviewed were very few in number, but their stories described
pathways different from those of their male colleagues. These women, in fact, not only
had jobs inconsistent with their previous experience and qualifica8ons, but in some
cases they were deeply frustrated:

“Everything I’ve done since the doctorate, I could easily not have done at all.
Even my degree is too much compared with what I do now in my job, because
to be *** you need skills which were not on my degree programme and which
I haven’t acquired in my experience [...]. Let’s say that I’m not saQsfied with
my job if I consider it on the basis of my curriculum and my previous
professional experience” (Woman, former DISI postdoc).

The DSRS leavers, who had (at least temporarily) leV research, reported several episodes
of unemployment:

“I’ve been wriQng projects for months, and I’m waiQng to see if I’ll get the
funding. I’m in contact with various people to see if I can join a research team
and get back on the bandwagon. This is my first episode of unemployment”
(Woman, former DSRS postdoc).

Other women interviewees were likewise awai8ng contracts that would allow them to
con8nue in research, or they were concluding ac8vi8es related to previous contracts,
even though they had formally terminated. The men leavers seemed to be in hybrid
situa8ons more oVen than the women. It is also interes8ng that, whereas the women
more oVen sought assistantships and projects which matched their research interests,
the men were more willing to quit their specific field of exper8se and ‘reinvent’
themselves according to the jobs on offer.

3.3.2. Movers

Analysis of the interviews with respondents who had worked as postdocs at the DISI, and
were now at another university, showed several cases of interviewees with a second
postdoc post:

“I didn’t get any offers, so I accepted the Marie Curie fellowship and then
moved to *** to start another postdoc fellowship, which will last two or three
years” (Woman, former DISI postdoc)

Others had obtained assistant professorships, although not tenure tracked, again related
to research or academic work. To be noted is that among those interviewees con8nuing
in research, all of them – both women and men – had fixed-term contracts:

“My current contract is a fixed-term contract, which is for two years [...]. But
neither is this one guaranteed, so I sQll have to bear in mind that at the end of
that Qmeframe I may not have a job at all, and therefore this is another
reason for making so many applicaQons for different posts [...] "(Man, former
DISI postdoc).
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As already pointed out, among the movers of the DISI, unlike those of the DSRS, different
stories were recounted, by both male and female researchers, about work in the private
sector.

“I applied for the vacancy open here and I got the job. I’m head of *** and I
have a three-year contract which sets various objecQves [...]. When ***
assesses whether these objecQves have been achieved, they should give me a
permanent contract” (Woman, former DISI postdoc).

While not all the women had permanent contracts with the company where they
worked, all the male interviewees who had moved to the private sector had achieved
contractual stability and also posi8ons of responsibility:

“I now have a permanent full-Qme contract. I have a company car, I don’t
have to clock in, I have thirty days of holiday and I can take another six
because I travel a great deal [...]” (Man, former DISI postdoc).

Turning to the DSRS, to be noted is that all the movers were currently working in other
departments and universi8es (none of them was doing research in the private sector),
and the majority of them had postdoc contracts. Only very few of the respondents, and
in this case mostly women, had obtained assistant professorships:

“What I teach now at *** is the same subject that I taught at Sociology [...].
Last year was the first year of this kind of teaching because my contract at
Sociology wasn’t renewed, for no parQcular reason. There was a call for
applicaQons to ***, I was successful, and now my appointment has been
reconfirmed” (Man, former DSRS postdoc).

The main differences between the current and past postdocs at the DSRS were described
by those who had moved to a non-Italian university. In par8cular, they stressed the
different ‘mentality’ regula8ng academic life, less marked by hierarchy or power
rela8ons, readier to recognize different research interests, and where early career
researchers appeared to have a greater degree of agency.

Finally, as for the DSRS leavers, so for the movers there seemed to be a strong sense of
insecurity, which some8mes had a significant impact on the choices of interviewees:

“I reasoned in terms of factors concerning academic work [...]. For a Qme I
reasoned in terms of investment, but this was replaced by an objecQve
problem, that of economic insecurity” (Woman, former DSRS postdoc).

3.4. ExpectaBons and future projects

As regards expecta8ons and future projects, to be emphasised, and in regard to both
leavers and movers, both men and women, is the difference of opinions between the
DISI and DSRS interviewees. In fact, at the DISI the future envisaged by early career
researchers seemed to be quite posi8ve and hopeful, especially if there was a willingness
to move abroad – a possibility not regarded as problema8c by the interviewees:

“Obviously [the future prospects of researchers] are more than promising [...].
I think that in the future there’ll be a great deal of work, because technology
is evolving rapidly, and then there’ll also be a whole range of possible
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applicaQons and problems to solve. So I think that there’s a lot of scope”
(Man, former DISI postdoc).

The DSRS interviewees, by contrast, described the future of research in gloomier terms:

“I don’t want to be pessimisQc, but what I see is less and less reliance on
research, especially on the research that we do [...]. Then it must be said that
our work as social scienQsts is not appreciated. Here sociologists don’t do
sociology but instead work as poliQcians, bureaucrats, administrators ...
there’s no investment in sociologists, and with this mentality who knows what
will happen? I don’t have a very posiQve vision of the future for us
researchers” (Woman, former DSRS postdoc).

3.4.1. Leavers

The expecta8ons and future projects, as regards both profession and family, of the DISI
leavers were rather different between men and women. The majority of the men felt
very sa8sfied with their current work and would like to con8nue with it in the near
future. Some men, but especially women, leavers from the DISI were instead not
sa8sfied with the work that they were doing because it oVen did not allow them to put
skills acquired over the years into prac8ce.

“I honestly wouldn’t mind returning to research, but in the private sector and
not in the academic system, because nothing has changed in university
research since I lek it. The people who were working there are sQll precarious
and see no chances of being stabilized [...]. I like doing research work, but I
see it more as something to look for in the private sector” (Woman, former
DISI postdoc).

Also among the DSRS leavers there was a difference between the statements of women
and men. The former would mostly like to con8nue working in research, but in
condi8ons different from those that they had experienced at the DSRS, and especially
ones related to contractual stability. One of them, moreover, was unwilling to leave Italy
because she considered herself an asset for the country and because she felt bound by
family dynamics. The male DSRS leavers seemed rather more discouraged and did not
believe that they could return to research:

“Awful, that’s how I imagine the future. I imagine a future I don’t know how
closely Qed to research, but a future that will come sooner or later, and I must
prepare myself in some way ... for this reason not directly connected with
research” (Man, former DSRS postdoc).

3.4.2. Movers

A first interes8ng element of the future prospects of the DISI movers was that a large
propor8on of those working in universi8es – both men and women – were considering
the possibility of moving to private companies to do research:

“The university has temporary contracts, and the risk is that you’ll reach the
age of forty and sQll not be certain about anything. You can’t start a family
because you don’t know if you’ll be able to support it because you don’t have
a fixed salary. The ideal for me would be to conQnue working in research
because I like it, it’s my passion, but I also realize that if it doesn’t give me
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stability, I’ll have to move to industry, where you have more guarantees”
(Man, former DISI postdoc).

This employment situa8on impacted on future family expecta8ons that prevented
making long-term plans. In fact, both women and men working in universi8es had the
same opinion about a future family and stressed that research – and hence the
irregularity of work and schedules – did not allow them to think about having children,
who would be obstacles to the rhythm to be maintained in research:

“I don’t think I want children, at least not at the moment because I’m going
through a phase of my career that requires a lot of energy. Having children
stops you from a professional point of view because you go out of the loop. I
don’t want that because I want to fulfil myself in terms of a professional
career” (Woman, former DISI postdoc).

Most of the interviewees who did research in companies, however, had more precise
ideas about their futures, both familial and professional. All of them, both women and
men, expected to stay in the same job with a career ladder to more pres8gious and
bemer-paid posi8ons. Moreover, an important difference between men and women
leavers working in industry concerns the prospect of having children. In fact, whilst most
male interviewees working in industry intended, in the medium or short term, to start
families, most of the women procras8nated:

“I’m someone who tends to tread carefully. So unQl my prospects here
become a bit more secure, to be honest, having children is a maver that I’ve
set aside. A livle because I have not this predisposiQon – in the sense that
being an engineer is intrinsic – and a livle because I want to concentrate
enQrely on my career” (Woman, former DISI postdoc)

As highlighted by the above interview excerpt, the women interviewees who had worked
at the DISI believed that a career in science, especially in technology, and having children
were mutually exclusive. Some said so because a family would hamper their career
development, adducing arguments mainly to do with an organiza8onal and professional
culture based on total devo8on to work. Others were not concerned about poten8al
difficul8es related to maternity because having children was not among their desires and
life plans.

As regards the movers of the DSRS, once again it was the women who most oVen
imagined their futures within academia, even if they had no certain8es, while the men
would be more willing to do research in non-academic contexts:

“My future is difficult to foretell. I see it in the academic system because in
any case, with all my past experience, I’m now invesQng and working to stay
at the university in order to build an academic career. What will actually
happen I don’t know” (Woman, former DSRS postdoc)

“I see myself sQll doing this type of work in the future, because I like doing
research. Not necessarily at the university, but perhaps in another context,
with somewhat higher pay, because in the meanQme I’ll have acquired more
experience and can tell the commissioners that I have experience on the
issues that they want me to study and I can give added value” (Man, former
DSRS postdoc)
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It should also be emphasised that many of the women interviewees at the DSRS wanted
to have children, but their work insecurity forced them to postpone the decision:

“At the private level I can’t deny that I’d like to have a child, but at the
moment it’s a difficult choice, and it also depends on how things turn out. If I
don’t get some stability, at least to ensure that I can maintain the baby, I
certainly won’t take such a reckless decision. To have a baby you need
security so that you can have a decent standard of living. At the moment I
don’t have that security” (Woman, former DSRS postdoc).

The men movers at the DSRS were of the same opinion as the women. Also from their
point of view the decision to have children depended on achievement of job security
which would enable them to maintain the children with no worries about the future.

3.5. The ‘best’ trajectory for career development

The interviews showed that there were several components of the ‘best’ trajectory for
career development. The most important of them were fundraising, the number of
publica8ons – preferably in leading interna8onal journals – interna8onaliza8on,
interdisciplinarity, and especially membership of pres8gious research groups.

As for fundraising, much appreciated was the project culture whereby it is possible to do
research work by independently obtaining funds for it. Linked to this principle is that of
publica8ons – preferably in English and in journals with a high impact factor.

An element stressed by a number of interviewees was the professional maturity of a
candidate for a research post. Several interviewees said that, in the Italian academic
context, the selec8on of winning candidates is filtered, even if not explicitly, by age.
According to the interviewees, in fact, the Italian academic culture seems unable to
break the rela8onship between a long ‘appren8ceship’ and achieving more stable
posi8ons, regardless of whether or not younger candidates have experience that would
allow them to compete – like the ‘older’ ones – for the (few) posi8ons available.

Hence, although rhetorically importance is amributed almost exclusively to publica8ons
in selec8on procedures for assistant professorships, in prac8ce they seem to be
outweighed by the criterion of age. Likewise, interdisciplinarity is another feature
considered – in abstract – as essen8al for career development. Yet it seems that
openness to other disciplines is deemed important but not given par8cular recogni8on
in the evalua8on phase. According to interviewees from both departments,
interdisciplinarity was instead penalized because it prevented clear alloca8on of a
researcher to a specific disciplinary area in terms of both selec8on procedures and
publica8ons.

A final factor cited by the interviewees as being important for career development was
interna8onaliza8on. It is widely believed that an interna8onal reputa8on demonstrates
scien8fic excellence. However, in this case too, the interviewees said that visibility in the
scien8fic community and interna8onaliza8on are rhetorically considered key criteria for
career development but in prac8ce are oVen given secondary importance.

In summary, the interviewees considered the best trajectory as that of researchers able
to build solid rela8onships with members of the department and/or obtain funds for
research projects of interna8onal importance, and to have publica8ons in pres8gious
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journals. Also described as essen8al was having worked, or at least spent periods as a
visi8ng scholar, abroad, and having significant teaching experience. Finally, the pres8ge
and nego8a8ng ability of the supervisor seems to be crucial for obtaining a more stable
posi8on aVer one or more postdoc grants.

To conclude, the situa8on at Trento University as described by the leavers and movers
seems to have been a hybrid between modernity and tradi8on. Modernity was conveyed
by a rhetoric related to interna8onaliza8on, the quan8ty – and quality – of publica8ons
of interna8onal impact, and fundraising; while tradi8on was transmimed and
perpetuated by a logic s8ll widespread in Italian universi8es whereby criteria of co-
op8on, affilia8on, and membership are s8ll the tacit rules for promo8on and career
development.

4. POSTDOCS

A postdoctoral posi8on is the intermediate and transi8onal phase between the ini8al
step of an academic career represented by a PhD and an assistant professorship – a
posi8on which leads (if things go well) to more stable posi8ons. Also in the case of
postdocs, the interviews conducted in the two departments examined by this analysis –
the DISI and the DSRS – revealed significant differences among the interviewees.

The first difference concerned the percep8ons of postdocs of life in the department
where they worked. In fact, while at the DISI postdocs were perceived as an integral part
of the department, at the DSRS they labelled themselves outsiders: that is, people who
collaborated with the department but were not involved in its everyday governance.

Another feature that differen8ated, at least in part, the DISI from the DSRS postdocs was
the percep8on of employment instability that permeated their working lives. As already
evidenced for the leavers/movers, while the respondents at the DISI did not seem
par8cularly concerned about the precariousness of their posts, those at the DSRS were
more overtly worried about it. The DSRS interviewees cited not so much concern about
pay levels (an element instead some8mes apparent in the DISI interviews) as the
problem of employment instability. The different percep8on of job insecurity of those
working in STEM or SSH disciplines has also been found by Nikunen’s (2011) research on
academics with temporary contracts in three Finnish departments: technical sciences,
humani8es, and natural sciences. Analysis of the interviews conducted by Nikunen
showed, as did our research, that the percep8on of job security differed among the
various departments. Those respondents working in technical sciences did not perceive
employment instability as par8cularly problema8c, unlike those in the humani8es. This
finding can be interpreted by considering the greater ease with which academics in
STEM disciplines, compared with SSH ones, can find skilled jobs in the private sector
outside the academic context.

A final feature dis8nguishing the two departments concerns the different types of
posi8on to which postdocs were appointed. While postdoc posi8ons at the DSRS were
based exclusively on projects – na8onal, European and interna8onal – at the DISI they
were also obtained on the basis of research commissioned from the university by private
companies.
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4.1. The previous academic career

It is first of interest to reconstruct the previous academic experience of postdocs at the
DISI and the DSRS.

As regards the DISI, the interviewees had followed a fairly linear pathway and which was
very similar for almost all the interviewees, both men and women. In the majority of
cases, aVer comple8ng their doctorates, they had obtained a postdoc post on a project,
and frequently one with European funding. The research work required of them did not
significantly differ from that of their doctorates, either in terms of ac8vi8es or
interac8ons with the research group:

“I finished my PhD at the beginning of April [...]. Basically, aker finishing my
PhD I started right away as a postdoc with the same professor at the same
university, and everything; basically I was conQnuing the work I’d done for my
PhD, just carrying on from my PhD” (Man, DISI postdoc).

Another feature common to the experiences of men and women working as postdocs at
the DISI concerned recruitment. Interviewees of both sexes stressed the importance of
the doctoral supervisor for the first post following gradua8on. Whilst some of the
interviewees had doctorates from the DISI, the majority had PhDs from other universi8es
but had nevertheless previously worked with members of the DISI.

“In my experience, unfortunately, all the calls for applicaQons are made with
people already in mind, and they are tailored to the person then hired. This
has been my experience. That’s why you see a perfect match between the
curriculum of the winner and what they require [...]. It’s obvious that in the
case of postdocs they need very specific people, and it’s clear that the
supervisor decides in targeted manner on the basis of trust or reputaQon. And
this is what happened to me” (Woman, DISI Postdoc).

As regards the DSRS, the career path was described as less linear than that of the DISI
interviewees. Only some of the respondents were immediately recruited into the DSRS
aVer obtaining their doctorates in that department. Some, not having found a posi8on
aVer the doctorate, had done other work, and only later, thanks to contacts maintained
with the DSRS, were recruited to a postdoc posi8on:

“On compleQng my doctorate I found myself, like everyone else, needing to
find a future career which matched my previous studies. At that Qme I didn’t
have any offers, so I looked around [...]. But I’d maintained contacts with
Trento, and in the meanQme a lecturer for whom I’d been an assistant got
funding for a project and asked me to work as a postdoc” (Man, DSRS
postdoc)

We found partly different situa8ons among the women. In fact, whilst some of them had
obtained a postdoc posi8on through contacts with lecturers responsible for project
funds, others had instead con8nued to work at the DSRS thanks to projects obtained by
themselves and financed by resources external to the department:

“There were these calls for postdoc applicaQons by ***, so it had resources to
finance research projects for postdocs. I proposed a project, which was
financed on the basis of my curriculum. The department had nothing to do
with it. It was something that you do as an individual, finding the host
insQtuQon and nominaQng a scienQfic coordinator from within the insQtuQon.
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I’m in the department as a postdoc, with funds that I myself have brought to
the department [...]. I did the fundraising at no cost” (Woman, DSRS Postdoc).

4.2. The current posiBon and the main difficulBes encountered

The difficul8es encountered by male and female postdocs at the two departments
analysed evidenced different scenarios.

4.2.1. Par:cipa:on in departmental life

As regards the DISI, both the women and men emphasised a posi8ve and informal
departmental climate among the various members of the research group:

“There’s usually a full professor and the associate professors, who do what he
tells them or work closely together. Then there are the researchers, then there
are the postdocs, then there are the PhDs. And this pyramid structure is very
strong in certain departments. The DISI is very different from this model.
There’s a horizontal model and the climate is very calm [...] everyone has
always provided the condiQons for me to do my research calmly, and they’ve
really taken care of me and my work” (Woman, DISI postdoc).

At the same 8me, although the general climate of the department was posi8ve, a large
propor8on of the interviewees – both women and men – said that they had not found a
good level of collabora8on at the DISI among different research groups. In fact, each
research unit oVen carried out its ac8vi8es independently from the others, and regret
was expressed at this lack of inter-group interac8on. By contrast, for both men and
women, collabora8on was very close among members of the same group.

“I collaborate with many people besides those in my group. My group has
more than twenty members, and it’s not that I work only with ***: ***, I do
things with ***, and we also have some previous stuff, things that we’re
wriQng and doing with some PhD students. We have overlaps with other
postdocs, and we try to do some things together.” (Man, DISI postdoc).

Even more than at the DISI, the DSRS postdocs, both men and women, had professional
interac8ons almost exclusively with members of their own research unit. They perceived
themselves as marginal with respect to the department as a whole:

“I personally – and others as well, I think – don’t feel that there’s a
departmental climate, but rather the climate of my research group. From this
point of view, I’m a bit of a lone wolf, for bever or for worse I do my own thing
[...]. I don’t noQce a departmental climate, I don’t have close relaQons. There’s
an asepQcally cordial atmosphere among people” (Man, DSRS postdoc).

Some respondents also highlighted situa8ons of scant interac8on within the group to
which they belonged, especially because of the lack of collabora8on between tenured
and non-tenured researchers. In other cases, they instead experienced posi8ve
coopera8on within their research area:

“I’d say that there is a very good work climate in my research group. I feel
fine. It’s formal when it has to be, but also very friendly and with close
personal relaQonships on another level [...]. From the internal point of view I’d
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say that I’m very saQsfied with the cooperaQon among us” (Woman, DSRS
postdoc).

However, whilst good rela8onships with the research group allowed maintenance of
good-quality work condi8ons, the topic of fragmenta8on among different groups
recurred in the narra8ves of respondents, both men and women, with regard to
recruitment processes and possibili8es of con8nuing the academic career.

“Also the recruitment process takes place according to the reproducQon of
consolidated alliances. And from Qme to Qme it has been decided in the
Department to support one group and then to support another” (Woman,
DSRS Postdoc).

“I see the department as a set of different tribes, and if you don’t belong to a
tribe, you have almost no interacQon with people in the Department. I’ve
always had contacts with lecturers who don’t really belong to the most
powerful groups, let’s say. [...]. I believe that serious research is done on the
basis of shared interests, not on the basis of what group you belong to, or
whose power you represent. I’ve never liked this. I find it very short-sighted”
(Man, DSRS postdoc).

Turning to the DISI, a first difference with respect to the DSRS is that the interviewees
cri8cised not so much the selec8on procedures as the lack of funds to create more posts.

“The situaQon is the same as it is in all the rest of Italy: there’s no money and
there are no investments. It’s not the criteria which are the problem. The
problem is very simple: if you don’t invest, you can put whatever criteria you
want. It’s a quesQon of funds, not criteria. I can’t complain because as metrics
they’re okay. It’s that if the posts don’t exist, they don’t exist. It’s very simple”
(Man, DISI postdoc).

One issue that seemed to unite the two departments concerned the problems faced by
those interviewees undertaking interdisciplinary research because of the difficulty of
loca8ng them in the department’s areas of interest:

 “I was told outright that they didn’t want to hire me on an open-ended
contract both because there was no money and because I’m interdisciplinary.
So they didn’t want to hire me either at *** or at ***. Okay, I made this
choice and now I have to lump it [...]. In Italian academia there’s this
disciplinary closure – there are many reasons for it – but disciplinary closure is
going on despite all the talk about interdisciplinarity” (Man, DISI postdoc).

“I have a prevy interdisciplinary profile. But I see that it’s not valued and
recognized here. In fact, at Qmes it seems that for this reason there are
obstacles also for the scienQfic classificaQon that I must have. I’ve perceived
this obstacle only here, because in other places where I’ve been, it was
appreciated” (Woman, DISI Postdoc).

Another element that emerged during the interviews with postdocs from both
departments concerned recogni8on of work with students wri8ng theses.

At DSRS it seems that men, more than women, sat on degree boards as a co-supervisors,
so that their work with students became visible.
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“I supervised three-year and master theses; one as first supervisor, and the
other as co-supervisor. This was a formal role that was recognized by the
administraQon and which I can put on my curriculum.” (Man, DSRS postdoc)

“Then there are the students wriQng theses that I supervise informally. I
supervise only a few by choice because it’s something that can’t be
recognized on my curriculum and remains invisible. It’s something that I like
very much, and I regret not being able to do more of it” (Woman, DSRS
postdoc)

At the DISI the situa8on was different. There the men especially emphasised the
difficulty of not being able to appear formally as supervisors of doctoral theses:

“Also abroad, people and colleagues expect you to supervise doctoral theses.
They expect things that I know how to do but which aren’t formally
recognized. I’m working informally with doctoral students, but according to
the rules of the Doctoral School, it’s not possible for me to be co-supervisor”
(Man, postdoc DISI).

The situa8on seemed to be different for the women postdocs at the DISI, who said that
they were not formally recognized even for degree theses:

“I officially don’t exist, and my work with students wriQng theses isn’t
recognized at all. I’ve never heard of postdocs being members of even
undergraduate degree boards [...]. I have a friend who graduated here. He
was mainly supervised by a postdoc like me, but who was not on the degree
board because the professor went instead” (Woman, DISI postdoc).

Also as regards extra work related to administra8ve tasks, there was a substan8al
difference between the postdocs working in the two departments examined.

At the DISI, while there were significant gender differences among the movers/leavers,
male and female postdocs said that they engaged to an equal extent in administra8ve
tasks related to management of the projects on which they were working. At the DSRS,
however, even among those s8ll working in the department, administra8ve tasks seem
to have been more oVen undertaken by women postdocs.

“What I’ve seen is that in my group everyone did everything, from the
administraQve part of the project to the actual research, from the wriQng of
proposals to revision [...]. There was always an equal distribuQon of tasks
between men and women” (Woman, Postdoc DISI)

“Well, perhaps the gender dimension emerges here somewhat: the
administraQve and organizaQonal work was carried out within the group by
***, so the burden of collecQng Qme-sheets, sending emails for seminars, and
organizing a mailing list was all on the shoulders of a woman, and I was
relieved. It’s also true that it’s now a man, a doctoral student, who does these
things ...” (Man, DSRS postdoc)

More generally, in both departments the postdocs interviewed said that whatever the
reference lecturer was unable to do, it was done by postdocs, from supervising theses to
wri8ng projects, which were then signed by the coordinator. The difference, however,
consisted not so much in the type of ac8vity as in whether or not it was formally
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recognized. It is precisely this aspect that some interviewees emphasised, and it is
interes8ng to consider the different percep8ons in the two departments.

The DISI postdocs felt substan8ally sa8sfied with the responsibili8es amributed to them
and the recogni8on that went with it:

“For example, I’m now coordinaQng the wriQng of a European project which is
mine: the networks are mine, the topic is mine; *** puts the signature. Here
postdocs put their names on proposals. Of course, if you ask the
administraQon office, they say: ‘Well, the university would prefer the names
not to appear’. But it’s not that you can’t put your name. It’s not wriven
anywhere” (Man, DISI postdoc)

“I’m leader of a work package, and this is work with greater responsibility
because I have to coordinate the acQviQes of several people. I’m not just the
postdoc who has to do her research and this is put in the deliverable X”
(Woman, DISI postdoc).

At the DSRS, however, the majority of the interviewees, both men and women,
perceived themselves in a more invisible posi8on not consistent with the responsibili8es
given to them:

“Also this thing of recogniQon in projects ... for example, with a colleague I’ve
wriven project proposals that have taken up a load of Qme and resources. But
despite these efforts, our names can’t appear on the proposals because we’re
not employees” (Woman, DSRS postdoc).

“Oken, the responsibility or the type of research you do is absolutely
comparable to that of a researcher. It seems to me that the status of a
postdoc can be defined as a non-status, that is, an expectaQon of being
recognized as a researcher. I think that the stress is due to this as well. We’re
in a contractual situaQon which is weak in various respects but with the
responsibiliQes of a researcher. The difficulQes are there, the status and the
condiQon of a postdoc is weak from this point of view, with the type of
responsibility that you have to assume” (Man, DSRS postdoc).

4.2.2. Gender differences and reconcilia:on between private life and work

The last two aspects to be emphasised concern answers to explicit ques8ons put to the
postdocs during the interviews on gender differences at the DISI and the DSRS, and
issues related to interference between private life and work.

As regards the DISI, both men and women stated that they did not perceive differences
in their overall treatment. However, especially the interviews with postdoc men
evidenced the fact that the entry of women into computer science had been closely
related to the opening of IT to ‘soVer’ research topics.

“I think the arrival of *** has done good in this regard. He has a research
topic more suited or more interesQng to women, which is why he has girls in
his group. In our group too there’s now a topic *** and also there it’s easier
for girls. There are a great many geeks, men, in hardcore IT. Of course there
are some excepQons, some female researchers who don’t do social topics or
*** but also do serious research” (Man, DISI postdoc)
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Therefore, despite the rhetoric of no difference between women and men in the
department, some of the interviewees emphasised that the few women present at the
DISI dealt with research topics not en8rely to do with informa8on engineering, but
rather with soVer and ‘less serious’ areas of the subject. There consequently persisted a
sub-text whereby women are considered less suited to the scien8fic and technological
disciplines.
At the DSRS the situa8on was different. There the women stressed that the gender
dimension was of importance mainly in the defini8on of trajectories:

“I know stories of female colleagues here who have been pressurized because
of a gender issue [...]. You’re female so I’ll make you work more, I’ll make you
do administraQve work. I won’t let you get ahead because some day you may
have children, or I may feel that you’re less reliable and less strategic. In
terms of aDtudes, gender is sQll so important. If you asked me if things would
be different if I were a male doing what I do, I’d answer definitely yes”
(Woman, DSRS postdoc).

“What I’ve seen is that the medium and long-term expectaQons of a woman
with respect to a man – I refer to people aged between twenty-five and thirty-
five – are usually framed by the possibility that a woman may have family
responsibiliQes and therefore give less support to the group’s work” (Man,
DSRS postdoc).

Focusing on the reconcilia8on of private life and work, especially the DSRS women
highlighted the difficulty of finding a balance between the two spheres mainly due to the
fact that, having no fixed schedules or obliga8ons concerning presence in the office, they
merged work with private life:

“The fact that I don’t have an office and feel uncomfortable in my open-space
is a problem, because when you work in an office you can unwind at home.
But I mix work and everyday life. Maybe in the morning I start working, then
turn on the washing machine, I start, I stop, hang out the washing ... it’s a
constant mix of an everyday life which is never such and work that squeezes
everything” (Woman, DSRS postdoc).

The men were more oVen of the different opinion that the great flexibility in organizing
their work was an absolute advantage for their private lives, which they could organize
according to needs:

“I consider research work as very posiQve in some respects. It’s obvious that
on the one hand constant commitment is required of you, so you oken have
to sacrifice aspects of your private life. But the high flexibility of the working
hours and non-obligatory presence in the office lets you organize things by
yourself” (Man, DSRS postdoc).

Also to be stressed is the aspect of the presence or absence of children. Only two of the
DSRS postdocs interviewed had children. In both cases they were men, and both
described problems in reconciling work and family life which had forced them to sacrifice
8me for the family in order to achieve professional goals. Among the other interviewees
without children, the large majority, both men and women, described the difficulty of
planning parenthood due to the impossibility of imagining a future family with an
unstable job.
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“Non-fatherhood which may not be necessarily a maver of choice is an aspect
of a lack of reconciliaQon. It’s clear that contractual instability, or at least a
medium- or long-term prospect of it, has a negaQve effect on life projects like
starQng a family and having children” (Man, DSRS postdoc).

“My work in academia is the obstacle to motherhood. The absence of a
secure job prevents me from construcQng a long-term project involving the
care of a third person [...]. This job requires me to be constantly updated on
the internaQonal debate on my topic of interest, and the work interrupQon
due the birth of a child would be an obstacle to my career development and
being able to resume work one hundred percent” (Woman, DSRS postdoc).

As regards the DISI interviewee, once again the majority had flexible workloads that
usually depended on project deadlines. Both men and women said that they were able
to strike a reasonable balance between private life and work:

“I arrive at around nine o’clock and leave at around six or six thirty, it
depends. I don’t usually work in the evenings because I want to keep the Qme
for myself and have my own space. It’s obvious that if there’s something
urgent that I haven’t done during the day, I do it the evening. At the weekend
it depends, because if there’s something urgent, I do it, though I admit that
I’ve eased off lately” (Man, DISI postdoc).

“I try to organize my work so that I can take at least one day off a week. If I’ve
got a great deal to do, I try to increase the hours of work. I may wake up at
seven thirty and work Qll eight in the evening. I don’t work at night. I haven’t
done so for a long Qme [...]. SomeQmes it seems to me that this work
generally requires a commitment that not everybody would be willing to
make. My friends oken suggest doing something or other, but because I have
a deadline, I have to say no” (Woman, DISI postdoc).

To focus on the family dimension, the DISI men were of the same opinion as most of
those at the DSRS. They said that, although they wanted to have children, star8ng a
family was impeded by uncertainty about the future. Reconcilia8on, in fact, was the only
issue in regard to which employment instability was cited at the DISI department. On the
other hand, as already pointed out, almost all the women postdocs interviewed at the
DISI said that they did not want to have children in the near future because motherhood
could not be reconciled with research work:

“I don’t want children, both because it’s not my greatest desire and because I
believe it would be difficult to work if I had a child, at least at first, because
there are very difficult periods. I like working long hours for three weeks
always eaQng out and everything, but how could I do that if I had a family? I
don’t think it would be at all compaQble with the work that we do” (Woman,
DISI postdoc). 

4.3. ExpectaBons and future projects

As regards the future expecta8ons of the postdocs interviewed, differences were
apparent between the two departments.
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Most of the men at the DISI did not see prospects of permanence in the department and
they planned to go abroad, both because there were no vacancies at the DISI and
because, according to some, the value of the work done by researchers is not recognized
in Italy. The majority of the men interviewed said that they wanted to remain in
academia and would like to con8nue working in the research sector. But one aspect that
many stressed concerned the planning of a professional life compa8ble with that of the
partner:

“I want to remain in the academic sector, but my main worry when I think of
the future is what the Americans call the two bodies problem: I’ve had a
relaQonship with a person for many years, and if I go somewhere, it’ll have to
be a place where there are opportuniQes for her as well, because otherwise it
would be a dreadful wrench” (man, DISI postdoc).

Most of the women, however, wanted to remain in Italy in the future and, if possible, at
the DISI. Despite this desire, however, they knew that the opportuni8es were limited,
and some of them had already applied for posts abroad.

“In the future I see myself doing research. I’d like to stay here, but I know that
there are no chances, so I’m already looking around. I'm not ambiQous and I
want to keep doing exactly the things I’m doing now, in the place where I am
now. At present, though, I don’t have many projects for the future. I try not to
think about it and conQnue like this, not having plans for the future and living
in the present” (Woman, DISI postdoc).

As regards the future, the interviewees at the DSRS were of the same opinion as those at
the DISI. They wanted to con8nue working in Italy and, if possible, stay in the same
department. However, they expressed uncertainty more forcefully:

“I see my professional future as rather gloomy. I’ve always said that I
wouldn’t want to go abroad because of family prioriQes that I must respect
[...]. I’d like to be able to reconcile my affecQons and my roots with this
mantra of internaQonal mobility, because if you want to be compeQQve, you
have to go away. I have some family issues which at this Qme would make
going away a bit problemaQc. Then I resent the fact that I must place my
whole life in service to my professional development, because I don’t want to
uproot myself” (Woman, DSRS postdoc).

Some of the other women interviewed, however, had less clear ideas about their
professional futures and were not sure if they would con8nue in research, both because
they were uncertain if they would be able to remain in the academic system, which is
highly compe88ve, and because they were unwilling to devote their personal lives
wholly to research. Nor did the majority of the men have clear ideas about the future:
they were unable to envisage one extending beyond a 8me horizon of a few months.
Many claimed that early career researchers people have few opportuni8es at the Italian
universi8es, and that academic work offers scant chances of permanent employment,
implying many years of precariousness:

“I can’t plan a future extending beyond a year, and this is perhaps one of the
main problems. I know what I wouldn’t mind doing, which is conQnuing in
research. ConQnue at the university? If possible, yes, but frankly I don’t see it
as the only opQon. What I like is dealing with issues that I consider useful.
Basically, I think we can perform a funcQon for the public good, and if this is
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possible outside the university, I wouldn’t mind taking that road” (Man, DSRS
postdoc).

4.4. The ‘best’ trajectory for career development

The factors considered most important by the postdoc interviewees in building an
academic career were membership of a research group, publica8ons, geographical
mobility, and fundraising.

As regards membership and the capacity to ac8vate networks, the majority of the
interviewees said that this factor was central for making themselves visible in their
department. Conversely, even those who had achieved significant interna8onal
recogni8on said that if they were not supported by a person or a research group within
the department, they had no chance of obtaining a tenured posi8on.

Another element which should ensure a good scien8fic profile consisted in interna8onal-
level publica8ons. These should provide the basis for significant professional
development. The possibility of having a large number of interna8onal publica8ons was
also favoured by geographical mobility, which was considered another factor important
for professional development. This is because the interna8onaliza8on of experience and
opportuni8es to work in other organiza8onal and academic contexts allows the
construc8on of a solid network within one’s area of research. Interna8onal
collabora8ons are of great importance because they cer8fy that the value of an
individual’s research and his/her approach are recognized not just by one lecturer,
research group or department, but by an en8re scien8fic community.

The last factor considered essen8al by the postdocs interviewed was the ability to amract
funds from outside. This ability was seen as highly posi8ve because, at a 8me of
increasing cutbacks in research, obtaining a project – whether na8onal, European or
interna8onal – or funding from private companies creates new opportuni8es to con8nue
one’s professional career.

To summarize, the interviewees described a very specific profile guaranteeing the ‘best’
trajectory: on obtaining a postdoc post, it is important to learn how to write projects,
preferably European or interna8onal, to have individual or co-authored papers published
in pres8gious journals, and in the mean8me to spend some periods abroad. Also
important are teaching experience, which is considered very important in selec8on
procedures for assistant professorships, and the bargaining power of the research group
to which one belongs.

5. THE NEWLY EMPLOYED ASSISTANT PROFESSORS

Fixed-term researchers are hybrid figures in the Italian academic system. In fact, as
reported in previous studies produced as part of the GARCIA Project (Peroni et al. 2015),
the ‘RTD-a’ assistant professors analysed here do not have a tenure track, but a
temporary professorship which lasts for three years and is renewable for only two
further years aVer an internal evalua8on.1

1 The RTD-a posi8on is different from the temporary assistant professorship of “type B” (RTD-
b), which is a three-year post, not renewable, but on the tenure track. However, access to a
permanent posi8on is condi8onal on possession of the Na8onal Scien8fic Habilita8on,
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Although the newly-employed assistant professors interviewed were not on a tenure
track, they did not seem par8cularly concerned about the possible loss of their jobs,
albeit with some significant differences between the DISI and DSRS. In fact, while at the
DISI the newly-tenured researchers labelled themselves – as far as contractual status was
concerned – ‘semi-structured’ (i.e. with structured but not tenured posi8ons) and
therefore had good bargaining power (though not comparable with that of the
confirmed professors), those at the DSRS had quite the opposite percep8on of their
posi8on. The principle in that department was that people with fixed-term contracts
were marginal to decision-making at the ins8tu8onal level.

The different posi8ons of the DISI and DSRS interviewees permeated all the areas
examined in the analysis of the interviews with the RTD-a assistant professors. Another
substan8al difference revealed by analysis of the interviews was between the accounts
of men and women concerning percep8ons of their everyday work. In many respects, in
fact, men and women RTDs expressed divergent points of view on both their recogni8on
within the department and difficul8es in their career pathways.

5.1. Previous academic experience

The interviews conducted at the DSRS and the DISI revealed similari8es in previous
career paths. Almost all of the interviews showed that obtaining a post as a fixed-term
researcher was related, to a greater or lesser extent, to networks and experiences
constructed during academic life in the department in which the post as researcher had
been obtained.

The interviewees at both the DSRS and the DISI emphasised that their career paths had
been to some extent linear. AVer the doctorate, awarded at the University of Trento but
oVen also at other universi8es, they had spent periods abroad, and then returned to
Italy to take up another postdoc post or par8cipate directly in an RTD compe88on. It
emerged from the interviews, as also recounted by the postdocs, that consolidated
rela8ons with figures pres8gious from both the nego8ate point of view and within the
scien8fic community were considered important in the recruitment process. The fact
that the evaluator already knew the candidate’s work was a factor that could help
him/her to be selected for an assistant professorship.

“Certainly important for winning [the RTD compeQQon] was the enQre
network of people that I knew. I’d already worked here, even though I then
moved abroad. I knew some of the professors, and this helped me in being
hired because they already knew how I worked. Let’s say I was ‘supported’ in
a certain way” (Woman, DSRS RTD).

“At the end of the day, it’s obvious that if I hadn’t been known to someone –
though nobody formally asked me to join a group – I probably wouldn’t be
here” (Man, DSRS RTD).

Also the DISI interviewees maintained that prior collabora8ons are crucial for obtaining
support in recruitment procedures:

“I was lucky to be part of a group and to receive support from lecturers who
believed in me. [...] Also when the RTD compeQQon was held, I found people

obtainable aVer a very long, complex and debatable procedure managed at the na8onal level.

42



GARCIA – GA n. 611737 D 6.2 Qualita8ve report on Leaky Pipeline phenomenon

who believed in me, because without them you can’t get ahead at a university
in Italy, not even if you’re a genius” (Man, DISI RTD).

5.2. The current posiBon and the main difficulBes encountered

It emerged from the interviews conducted at the DSRS and the DISI that the
respondents, despite the above-described differences between the two departments,
were largely sa8sfied with their current jobs, which put them on a path that opened a
possibility of tenure, although not guaranteeing it. In par8cular, those who had already
obtained the na8onal qualifica8on as associate professors described it as a ‘springboard’
to tenure.

5.2.1. Par:cipa:on in departmental life 

Both at the DSRS and the DISI, the researchers’ main ac8vi8es were research, teaching,
and the supervision of students wri8ng theses (also doctoral students at the DISI). Added
to these ac8vi8es – considered canonical – were further ones delegated by the
department director, the head of the degree course in which the interviewee taught, or
rela8ng to research projects on which s/he was working.

As described for the postdocs, also in the case of the RTDs we found gender differences
in the distribu8on of work, par8cularly as regards administra8ve tasks. In fact, these
tasks – for example, those rela8ng to project management – seemed to be assigned to
women. The men interviewed at the DSRS instead said that such tasks were not
important in their everyday ac8vi8es.

“I’ve done pracQcally everything in this project. Everything at the level of the
empirical research, but also report wriQng, fund management,
administraQon, and relaQons with the partners” (Woman, DSRS RTD)

At the DISI, the administra8ve workload was instead delegated to administra8ve staff
specifically hired for the various research projects. This was made possible by the large
amount of external funds – from na8onal, European and interna8onal sources as well as
the private sector – which financed the research conducted at that department.

“To manage so many people as we do is an acQvity necessary to support
researchers. We have – paid by us – a full-Qme and a part-Qme secretary
dedicated to the administraQon” (man, DISI RTD).

In regard to the difficul8es faced by the RTDs at the DISI and the DSRS, the first
concerned professional recogni8on of the ac8vi8es carried out within the department,
in par8cular as regards the wri8ng of projects. However, this issue seemed to be
regulated differently in the two departments.

“I’ve been both the overall head of projects and only the scienQfic
coordinator, and these roles were formally recognized ... there are contracts
on which my name appears as project leader” (Man, DISI RTD)

“The most grotesque thing that happened to me on a PRIN [ministerial
project] a couple of years ago was that as a fixed-term researcher I was not
formally eligible to be head of a local unit: I found myself doing all the work
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but having to ask a colleague, who did it for me as a favour, to figure as head
of the unit” (Man, DSRS RTD).

Interpre8ng these differences between the two departments requires a brief digression
on the regula8on of the Italian academic system. At ministerial level, the figure of the
RTD does not fulfil the eligibility requirements to appear as a project manager. The
Ministry, in fact, does not contemplate RTDs among those who can occupy coordina8on
roles, which are accessible only to those with permanent posts. This rule does not apply
to projects financed by private companies or by the European Commission. These are
more frequently present as financiers at the DISI compared with the DSRS, where instead
funds more oVen come from local or na8onal public authori8es. This largely explains the
differences between the two departments in the possibility to coordinate research
projects.

A second feature, once again linked to the recogni8on of roles, concerns the
par8cipa8on of RTDs in decision-making. Also in this case there were differences
between the two departments. At the DISI, the RTDs interviewees stated that – although
the most important decisions were obviously taken by the full professors – everyone
could submit their ideas and proposals for innova8on to the department council, and
they were oVen supported. At the DSRS, both women and men thought that they were
not fully involved in departmental life.

“I and *** tried to put this maver as one of the central issues concerning the
department [...]. I must say that they didn’t say to me: ‘But you, RTD, what
you want and where do you think you’re going?’. Considering that neither I
nor *** are full professors, I must say that there were some things that we
were able to carry forward in the department. There was a bit of space, and
we were given trust” (Man, RTD DISI).

“I’ve parQcipated in [the department council] ... When there’s a faculty
conference, where they talk for three hours about generic lines of
development, we’re also invited. In situaQons where it is decided what the
strategy will be and what to invest in, we’re not invited [...]. If you look from
an insQtuQonal point of view at how we RTDs are informed and how we
parQcipate in decisions ... the level is zero” (Man DSRS RTD).

Another aspect to consider with regard to the dis8nc8on between the DISI and the DSRS
is the difficulty of obtaining recogni8on for the work done with students wri8ng theses.
Although at both the DISI and the DSRS, RTDs may not appear as thesis supervisors if
they do not have their own students' class, at the DISI there is nevertheless a mechanism
that allows the formal recogni8on of supervision:

“I can be the supervisor, but usually in the group, because we are linked
together for now, but maybe that’s because these are my first years, so I
prefer to have him in the loop as well, so we do it together. Now, for example,
it is wriven that there’s one advisor and I am a co-advisor” (Woman, RTD
DISI)

One notes from the above interview excerpt that it is possible to supervise students
despite not having a teaching responsibility. At the DISI, besides the supervisor there is
the figure of the co-supervisor, together with two advisors, who have the task of
discussing the student’s thesis, but without having supervised the research and the
wri8ng. The situa8on is different at the DSRS where, besides the impossibility of RTDs
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being recognized as co-supervisor, there appears to be an unequal distribu8on of tasks
related to degree theses among the various members of the department:

“I assist students in wriQng their theses. It’s an acQvity that so far has not
been formally recognized, in the sense that there is no formalizaQon, and it’s
not that the more theses you supervise, the bever. There’s a very uneven
distribuQon of tasks from this point of view, and there is no advantage in
doing numerous theses: it takes up a lot of Qme, and there’s no recogniQon of
this work” (Woman, DSRS RTD)

This interviewee’s opinion was repeated by her male colleagues. They too emphasised
an unequal distribu8on of thesis writers. It was dispropor8onate not so much by gender
as by academic posi8on. In fact, the interviewees raised the problem of the refusal by
some professors to assist students in the wri8ng of their theses, especially if they were
undergraduates.

5.2.2. The reconcilia:on of private life and work

A second area of difficul8es for the RTDs concerned care responsibili8es, and in
par8cular having children.

The rhetorics of the men and women were similar with reference to the reconcilia8on of
research with family life, described as an obstacle to the development of an academic
career, to which the interviewees felt that they had to give priority at this stage of their
lives. On the one hand, for men this meant their reduced presence in the family and a
greater amount of care work for their partners/wives:

“What is valued in research and academia is also a certain conQnuity,
especially in terms of publicaQons. Mine have diminished somewhat because
with the family ... of course, everyone’s sorry that I don’t have Qme to devote
to my child, to my wife, or to go around” (Man, DISI RTD).

On the other hand, for women – almost absent from the tenured research staff at the
DISI – who wanted to have children, there was a postponement of motherhood due to
concerns about the disrup8on of work that this would cause, especially in regard to
publishing – considered a factor crucial for career development and apparently
impossible to interrupt:

“To have a relaxed mind, I’ll wait for a baby unQl I qualify as an associate
professor. And then I’d like to have a baby, so we’ll see. This is the idea,
because I don’t want the baby to arrive in a very stressful period” (Woman,
DISI RTD).

Also at the DSRS, motherhood was perceived as a problema8c event, and the very few
women with children stressed the difficul8es that they had experienced:

“In Italy, motherhood is seen as an obstacle to research. If you did a survey on
the women in the department, you’d find that very few have children. [...] But
when I was in *** [other EU country], when I told them that I was pregnant
and aker six months I wouldn’t be able to work, they told me not to worry,
that it was a private maver” (Woman, DSRS RTD).
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Maternity therefore s8ll does not find ci8zenship in Italian academia, and the female
researchers with children – none at the DISI and one at the DSRS – encountered
considerable difficul8es in reconciling work and family life. Although to a lesser extent,
also the male RTDs with children – three at the DISI and one at the DSRS – considered it
difficult to achieve a balance between work and family life:

“In the family, the burden of looking aker the children is, of course,
asymmetrical and it mostly falls on my wife. I’d say that I mostly take them to
school in the morning, and when I can, I go and fetch them in the akernoon
[...] But just about everything to do with feeding the children and caring for
them is her responsibility” [Man, DISI RTD]

“Having small children cancels your free Qme [...] It’s a maver of balance
between family life and work. Oken my work Qme coincides with my free Qme
in that I can have lunch and dinner with colleagues, or I avend conferences
that allow me to be away from home and have some space of my own
external to family life "(Man, DSRS RTD).

On the one hand, the above excerpts evidence that also men have no 8me for
themselves if they have children. On the other, development of an academic career s8ll
seems linked to a gender model that allows men to devote themselves more to their
careers than their partners/wives are able to do.

En8rely different was the view of RTDs without children. In fact, the male interviewees
saw a permeability between the familial and professional spheres:

“I’ve never seen my private life as disQnct from my scienQfic and intellectual
life [...]. My whole life is my research. Maybe it’s also related to my situaQon,
because being single and childless I’m not subject to the constraints of private
and family life. But even if I had a private and family life, I probably wouldn’t
be able to disQnguish among my research, my interest, and my passion”
(Man, DSRS RTD).

This interviewee’s words highlight how the professional and personal spheres are
perceived as inseparable, it being almost impossible to draw boundaries that delimit
them.

5.3. ExpectaBons and future projects

The interviews revealed a substan8al similarity between the future expecta8ons of the
RTDs at the DISI and the DSRS. Most of them, both women and men, intended to achieve
a stable posi8on and then advance their academic careers within the department to
which they belonged:

“For example, becoming an associate professor or becoming a full professor, I
don’t want to wait too many years for that. So, my idea is to fulfil all the
requirements to apply for this posiQon soon [...]. I know what I should do for
that, so that’s why I’ve devoted most of my Qme to here” (woman, DISI RTD).

Some DISI interviewees, however, did not preclude routes alterna8ve to academia,
par8cularly ones related to universi8es outside Italy (routes, however, which were not
found in the DSRS interviews) if they did not obtain sa8sfactory posi8ons.
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An issue worth emphasising, and which emerged in almost every interview, concerned
the temporary nature of the employment contract, which significantly affected
expecta8ons even outside the professional sphere, for both the DISI and the DSRS
interviewees. An oV-cited problem was, for example, the difficulty of buying a house or
obtaining a mortgage. Furthermore, as already pointed out, some of the respondents
were not yet ready to start a family because this might hamper their professional
development by limi8ng periods spent abroad – which were considered important in
fulfilling the requirements for professional advancement.

The specific theme of the temporariness of the contract and the influence that it might
have on expecta8ons about the future was dealt with in similar terms by the RTDs at the
DISI and the DSRS, both women and men:

“In February next year my fixed-term contract will expire, but fortunately I’m
in a selecQon procedure: an associate professor posiQon has become vacant
in my department, and I hope that everything will go well” (Man, DISI RTD).

“I’m an opQmist and I hope that aker this stage there’ll be stabilizaQon, either
through an RTD-b or through another type of mechanism, but I hope to
conQnue and become a professor” (Woman, DSRS RTD).

As noted above, therefore, the RTDs interviewed did not view the expiry of their
contracts as par8cularly problema8c, and they were quite op8mis8c about being able to
obtain a more stable posi8on in the future.

5.4. The ‘best’ trajectory for career development

The interviews with the male and female researchers with fixed-term contracts at the
DISI and the DSRS evidenced a well-defined profile of the trajectories and experiences
that can be considered ‘best’ for career development.

The first phase assuming considerable importance coincided with the period of the
doctorate. During those years, a person should begin to have their work appreciated first
in their research group and, later, in other research groups within the department.
Already during this phase, it is important to spend some 8me abroad, in order to expand
one’s network and become known to the wider scien8fic community in one’s disciplinary
field. Another element considered essen8al, already at this early career stage, is
publishing, especially in pres8gious interna8onal journals. Furthermore, a valued feature
giving good future prospects is pro-ac8veness in developing ‘other’ ini8a8ves within the
department that extend beyond rou8ne ac8vi8es and demonstrate a team spirit. It is
also necessary to find the right mix between being a good researcher and a good teacher
– another element considered par8cularly important. A further factor in development of
a ‘winning’ career is the support of one’s supervisor. Through the support of a senior
researcher, especially if s/he has pres8ge and nego8a8ng capacity within the
department, an early career researcher is more likely to achieve a stable posi8on at the
University of Trento or at another university.

As regards the research interests of the future RTD, these should be as specific as
possible. Although interdisciplinarity is regarded as an added value because it leads to
broader approaches to certain phenomena, it is considered more strategic to focus on
only one disciplinary sector. This is for two reasons: first because a mul8plicity of
thema8c interests makes it difficult to fit into a par8cular compe88on sector; second
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because a fragmenta8on of career and research interests gives the impression of not
being an expert in any par8cular field.

We may therefore summarize by saying that the experiences enabling candidates to win
RTD compe88ons began with the doctorate – which was when the RTD began to create
his/her own network. A high degree of interna8onaliza8on, gained mainly through
experiences such as visi8ng scholarships abroad and par8cipa8on in research projects of
interna8onal importance, also appears to be par8cularly valuable. In this regard, some
interviewees said that the award of a project of European or interna8onal significance
was one of the elements that favour selec8on as an RTD and tend to provide job
security. Finally, we turn to the moment of the compe88on. Besides having a strong
curriculum in terms of research, publica8ons and teaching, an element influen8al for the
candidate’s possible recruitment is, as already men8oned, the fact that his/her work is
already known to the department, especially in terms of previous research
assistantships.

Because the ac8vi8es to be carried out, even if informally, so as to become an RTD are
varied and require almost total dedica8on to work, the typical profile of an RTD seems to
be that of a person with no family – or with limited care responsibili8es – who devotes
much of his/her 8me to work. This is especially linked to the frequency of publica8ons,
on which a great deal of emphasis is placed, and which is the basis on which to build a
profile suitable for development of the academic career. Publica8ons, in fact, are of
central importance for recogni8on at both the departmental level and interna8onally,
and hence for having a ‘winning’ professional trajectory.

6. TRANSVERSAL DISCUSSION

A mamer widely inves8gated in the literature is why universi8es are male-dominated and
hierarchical organiza8ons (Saunderson, 2002) in which “gender inequali8es appear to be
global and persistent phenomena” (Husu, 2001: 172). The results of the GARCIA Project
confirm this scenario characterized by the low presence of women, especially in the
topmost levels of the scien8fic career. This situa8on is oVen described with the
metaphor of the ‘glass ceiling’ (Hymowitz, Schellhardt, 1986), which is also well suited to
the contexts analysed here. As in other professional contexts, so in academia women
tend to be held down on a ‘s8cky floor’ (Booth et al., 2003) which retains them, in
greater numbers than men, at the lowest levels of the career. And it is on the early
stages of the academic career that the GARCIA Project focuses.

This sec8on of the report concentrates on crosswise analysis of the stories recounted by
the three groups of respondents: the movers/leavers, the postdocs, and the assistant
professors. The purpose is to understand how the ‘leaky pipeline’ phenomenon (Alper,
1993) operated in the two departments analysed. In the narra8ves of the interviewees,
gender inequali8es were cited some8mes overtly and some8mes more covertly. In any
case, as we shall see, there exist diverse and complex social dynamics whereby women
encounter more obstacles than men during their academic careers.
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6.1. Gender cultures and organizaBonal cultures

In this cross-sec8onal analysis of the empirical materials collected, we try to iden8fy the
elements making up the gender cultures conveyed in the two departments studied.

To start with the DISI, most of the interviewees, both men and women, said that they did
not perceive gender differences in the department where they worked; indeed, they
described equal working condi8ons and opportuni8es for career development. However,
there were some interes8ng differences both between men and women, and within the
three groups analysed.

The male assistant professors at the Computer Science department adopted a rhetoric
that declared equality between the sexes; but it emerged from their narra8ves that
women colleagues were considered suitable for the ‘soVer’ part of their discipline
(Kantola, 2008). This rhetoric reproduced a gender culture founded on the tradi8onal
division of labour whereby women are regarded as more suited to the ‘soV’ sciences
than to ‘hard’ research, and which is typical of male avtudes. This view reproduces
gender stereotypes which result in an unequal distribu8on of power between the sexes
(Ernest, 2003).

Also the women assistant professors at the DISI claimed that they did not perceive a
gender difference in their treatment with respect to men, and they tended to assume
the ‘malestream’ point of view (Moller Okin, 1989) on their community of reference.
This avtude was described by Gherardi and Poggio (2003), who observed the cases of
women who enter tradi8onally male organiza8ons and professional contexts and deploy
various strategies to deal with their posi8on, including complying with the majority male
social group. Kanter (1977) had already emphasised this trend, no8ng that when women
are in the minority in masculine cultures and want to avoid isola8on, they oVen seek to
become members of the ‘dominant group’. The discursive prac8ces of non-gender
discrimina8on in academia, in disciplines that have always been male-dominated, can
therefore also be read in light of the willingness of women to be considered and
evaluated in the same way as men. The female assistant professors, in fact, rejected the
narra8ve of diversity – though this was supported by their male colleagues –  showing
that they felt at ease with the condi8ons dictated by academia, which requires total
dedica8on to work (Krais, 2008). However, constant availability for research and keeping
abreast of the compe88on subtended an organiza8on in fact male-oriented (Gill, 2009).
It was based on a tradi8onal gender model, the differen8a8on of roles, and an
organiza8onal culture unconcerned by the fact that researchers have a life outside work.

The fact that the all-encompassing nature of academia was not par8cularly
problema8zed in the interviews – either by men or women – was certainly linked to a
large extent to what Kvade (2011) says in reference to the ambivalence of knowledge
work, considered “both seduc8ve and greedy at the same 8me” (2011: 17). However,
total availability for work has to do not only with the passion for research and the high
level of iden8fica8on with one’s job, but also with rhythms that impede investment in
other areas of life, in par8cular care tasks (Gaio Santos, Cabral-Cardoso, 2008). In this
regard it is interes8ng to note that, in terms of reconcilia8on, the women assistant
professors at the DISI, as well as the female postdocs, said that they did not want – at
least at the 8me of the interview – to start a family, which they perceived as an obstacle
to development of an academic career. The problem therefore consisted, not in the
legi8mate desire not to have children, but in the fact that this was perceived as
incompa8ble with professional investment in university work. Moreover, as argued by
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Armen8 (2004: 75), “the first message that female assistant professors receive from the
past is that taking 8me off from work for childcare can be harmful to their career
progression”. And this is all the more true when the assistant professorship is temporary
and does not carry tenure (Nikunen, 2011). In these cases, women – those who want to
have children – adopt the strategy of postponing pregnancy un8l they have achieved
professional stabiliza8on (Clegg, 2008).

The view of the university as incompa8ble with star8ng a family reflected adherence to
an organiza8onal culture – reproduced by both the men and women interviewees –
which did not allow any slackening of performance, thus reducing life-spaces outside
work to the minimum. Consequently, those with care responsibili8es were penalized in
par8cular as regards maternity, which was represented by the female assistant
professors and postdocs at the DISI as too long a period of 8me to interrupt the
academic pathway (Probert, 2005). It emerged from the interviews that motherhood
was considered an obstacle to career development –  a ‘spectre’ that seemed to loom
over the career prospects of women – while the male counterpart, fatherhood, was
perceived as less problema8c, especially in cases where care work was the responsibility
of women (Gherardi, Poggio, 2003).

Finally, as regards the DISI, whilst the assistant professors interviewed, both men and
women, as well as male postdocs, claimed not to perceive differences between the sexes
in the department, the female postdocs instead described ‘hidden’ situa8ons of
discrimina8on (Husu, 2001) which they alleged they had suffered at the hands of male
colleagues. In this case the issue was not reconcilia8on, but legi8macy within the
research group. In fact, several women said that they did not perceive an equal scien8fic
legi8macy, especially because their posi8ons and research proposals oVen seemed to
need the support of a male colleague to be given full considera8on. This situa8on
perpetuated a professional culture that s8ll regards the technological and scien8fic
disciplines as not suitable for women, who are labelled “strangers in a foreign land”
(Gherardi, 1991).

Turning to the DSRS, analysis of the stories revealed posi8ons different from those at the
DISI. To be emphasised in par8cular is the presence of concern about work instability
which resulted in a sense of frustra8on that permeated both the present and the future,
not only in the professional sphere but also in the private and familial one, thus
influencing the decision concerning possible future parenthood.

As far as gender discrimina8on is concerned, at the DSRS there were interes8ng
differences in the representa8ons of men and women, as well as in the opinions of those
occupying different posi8ons (assistant professors, movers/leavers, postdocs). Whilst as
regards women, the female component was explicitly cited as most penalized in all three
of the figures analysed, this was not the case among the men interviewed. In fact, the
narra8ves on gender inequali8es within the department were men8oned and shared by
both the movers/leavers and the male assistant professors, but not by a substan8al
number of male postdocs.

One of the main discursive prac8ces deployed by the women interviewees to account for
gender asymmetries was the prevalence of male figures at the apex of the academic
career. To be noted is that – at the 8me of the research – there was only one woman full
professor within the department (who recently became two). According to the
interviewees, this made it more difficult for women to create networks. As widely shown
in the literature (e.g. Knights, Richards, 2003; Benschop, Brouns, 2003), academic
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ins8tu8ons are tradi8onally considered social spaces in which a dominant male culture is
s8ll very apparent. In this scenario there are two types of successful scholar: the one
willing to devote him/herself to research – which in turn erodes all other areas of life, as
men8oned above – and the one who nego8ates, in informal (male) networks, academic
posi8ons and power management. Women are unlikely to match either profile: on the
one hand, because there is s8ll a marked gender imbalance in care loads (Gaio Santos,
Cabral-Cardoso, 2008); on the other, because women are excluded from the so-called
‘old boys network’ in which the main decisions on selec8on processes are taken (Van den
Brink, Benschop, 2012).

As for the reconcilia8on of work and family life, as already emphasised at the DISI, so at
the DSRS the situa8on was very problema8c, as also highlighted by the fact that there
were no female postdocs at the 8me when the interviews were conducted.

There was a wide variety of posi8ons among the women postdocs, as already observed
at the DISI. Some did not want to have children; others delayed the decision because of
job instability and/or the heavy workload characterizing this stage of the career. In
par8cular, it was believed that motherhood impeded professional ascent, par8cularly in
regard to publishing, which is deemed essen8al for academic development (Lynch,
Ivancheva, 2015). Once again, therefore, there was a narra8ve based on the
irreconcilability between the family sphere and the work required by contemporary
academia, which has expecta8ons concerning performance by researchers that only
those devoted solely to their work can fulfil (Armen8, 2004).

Also among the male postdocs, employment instability was cited as the main obstacle to
star8ng a family. Their (non) choice of non-fatherhood was therefore influenced by the
precariousness of the university sector and which affected both professional decisions
and – above all – familial ones (Wöhrer, 2014).

Although concern about job security permeated all the interviews at the DSRS, it does
not seem to have had a significant impact on the experiences of male assistant
professors, who being confident about a future permanent posi8on, saw fatherhood as
compa8ble with their careers. The dual role of academic and mother was instead
exposed to various types of work-family conflict (O'Laughlin, Bischoff, 2005), and in
par8cular to a 8me-based one due to the pressure to devote seven days a week to one’s
job as a research worker, from wri8ng projects to teaching and research.

6.2. Network construcBon and the (de)valuing of work

The topics of building a strong academic network and recruitment processes were
among those most discussed by the interviewees – both men and women, and postdocs,
leavers/movers and assistant professors.

The majority of the stories collected, at the DISI as well as the DSRS, albeit with some
differences, stressed the importance of establishing a strong network within the
department in which it was hoped to obtain a post, and more generally within the
scien8fic community. Abili8es and awards remaining equal, in fact, those more
integrated into the research community, those who have the right knowledge and
rela8ons both formal and informal, are more visible to the decision-makers in selec8on
procedures for postdocs and assistant professors. Upward mobility in academia is oVen a
‘sponsored mobility’ (Kanter, 1977) in which the mentor’s role is crucial.
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In the interviews analysed, the women seemed to find it more difficult to construct
networks and collaborate with other members of the research group to which they
belonged. At both the DISI and the DSRS, and in all three groups of respondents, the
women more oVen than the men emphasised a lack of coopera8on. As pointed out
elsewhere (Kantola, 2008), the lack of coopera8on experienced by women can signal a
form of subtle discrimina8on which may fuel dynamics of marginaliza8on. Not feeling
integrated into a research group, the women experience a kind of isola8on that puts
them at a disadvantage. The lack of coopera8on among the members of the research
team may also create further difficulty in understanding the informal rules of the game
that one must know to progress in a scien8fic career.

Finally, a further issue in regard to which significant gender differences were described,
albeit with different posi8ons in the departments studied, was invisible and unvalued
work. To analyse this phenomenon, it is fruiwul to draw on the work of Acker (1990),
resumed by Husu (2001) and later by Kantola (2008), to describe the process by which
gender differences are consistently reproduced in academia. Four main dimensions are
dis8nguished: (i) the gender-based division of labour; (ii) gender interac8ons; (iii) gender
symbols and (iv) the gendered interpreta8on of a person’s posi8on within the
organiza8on. If one analyses the first dimension, one finds a gender-based division of
labour which assigns less valued ac8vi8es of limle scien8fic impact especially to women.

The assignment of administra8ve and organiza8onal tasks predominantly to women
(Bagilhole, White, 2003) on the one hand tends to perpetuate the tradi8onal idea that
some ac8vi8es are more ‘suitable’ for women than men, conveying gender stereotypes
which label certain roles as female (Park, 1996); on the other, it generates a hidden
discrimina8on whereby women’s careers develop more slowly than those of men
because of the 8me taken away from their research (Husu, 2001). Moreover, in both
departments analysed, especially among postdocs, there was a widespread percep8on
that women were entrusted with tasks requiring a lower level of responsibility with
respect to men, who instead were given tasks more valued and visible within the
department. Such situa8ons, already analysed in other academic sevngs (Moss-Racusin,
2012), reproduce the stereotype that women are less suited to work carrying
responsibili8es than are their male colleagues. The alloca8on of pres8gious ac8vi8es to
men and less recognized ones to women is the basis of what has been termed the
‘Mamhew effect’ (Merton, 1968). This expression derives from the Gospel according to
Mamhew, where it is stated: “For unto every one that hath shall be given, and he shall
have abundance: but from him that hath not shall be taken even that which he hath”.
This principle manifests itself in a kind of cumula8ve process which rewards those who
are already in advantageous or pres8gious posi8ons. The other side of the coin, namely
the invisible work done by women, is termed – to emphasise how this discrimina8on is
based on gender – the ‘Ma8lda effect’ (Rossiter, 1993). This was par8cularly evident in
the planning work of the women interviewed, which, unlike that of men, was oVen
undervalued and not formally recognized. At issue, therefore, is not only the type of
work done but also how much it is valued according to whether it is performed by a man
or a woman (Bourdieu, 1998).

In conclusion, therefore, we may say that the stories recounted by the women and men
at the two departments differed from each other, and so did the stories of the three
groups analysed: movers/leavers; postdocs; assistant professors. However, a linking
theme in all the narra8ves was the increasing difficulty with which academics reconcile
their private and family lives with their work. Changes in the university system, in fact,
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have led to increasingly exclusive investment in the career. It is therefore not surprising
that this organiza8onal model gives rise to disinvestment by researchers, and par8cularly
women, in the family sphere, since pursuing an academic career advancement proves
imprac8cable if one tries to reject the ‘long hours culture’ characterizing the current
university system.

7. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

In the first Garcia report on the leaky pipeline phenomenon (D6.1), we showed that,
from a quan8ta8ve point of view, it is rather difficult to obtain a systema8c picture of the
career trajectories and gender inequali8es that characterise the early stages of scien8fic
careers in Italy. The available data are oVen limited and incomplete. They focus mainly
(or exclusively) on employment condi8ons and/or on specific cohorts of gradua8on, or
ins8tu8ons, or scien8fic disciplines; and they do not allow the monitoring of career
trajectories over 8me. In most cases, it is possible to describe changes in the structure
and some career transi8ons only within the academic system. However, a systema8c
review of the available data and quan8ta8ve researches makes it possible to outline a
descrip8ve framework of the main dynamics that currently characterise scien8fic
careers, as well as some of the disadvantages faced by women and early-stage
researchers in their career development in Italy. 

Alongside cri8cal reconstruc8on of the main analyses and quan8ta8ve research on the
academic careers available in Italy, the GARCIA Project has conducted qualita8ve analysis
in order to propose interpreta8ons of the leaky pipeline phenomenon based on the
experiences of the early-career researchers who had worked or were s8ll working at the
two departments studied. The intent was to gain detailed understanding of both the
events in the academic pathway that may induce abandonment of research and the
dynamics rela8ve to everyday work and gender cultures in the organiza8ons analysed,
namely a STEM and an SSH department . In this regard, it is interes8ng to note that both
at the DISI and at the DSRS, the three groups of interviewees – leavers/movers, postdocs,
assistant professors – men and women, men8oned similar problema8c factors and
singled out similar elements as those in which to invest since the beginning of the
doctorate. The differences were found not so much in the factors described as
problema8c or advantageous, but rather in the different experiences of the interviewees
in academia.

The various studies based on quan8ta8ve data evidence the persistence and
reproduc8on of gender asymmetries already at the early stages of the career aVer PhD
gradua8on. The leaky pipeline, glass ceiling and s8cky floor emerge as interrelated
phenomena both at na8onal and local level. Despite the general growth of their
educa8onal endowment and their considerable involvement in PhD programmes,
women con8nue to suffer from disadvantages in regard to employment in the academic
and scien8fic sectors, performance of research and development ac8vi8es (in their jobs)
(Istat, 2010, 2015), and career advancement. And they con8nue to be strongly
underrepresented among the top posi8ons in the academic hierarchy (Table 1) (verQcal
segregaQon/glass ceiling). Data confirm that women employed in the Italian academic
system take more 8me than men to enter tenured posi8ons (Schizzeromo, 2006; Istat,
2010; Toscano et al., 2014) (sQcky floor). This dynamics seems almost stable over 8me –
for the transi8on to both associate professorships and full professorships (Fravni and
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Rossi, 2012) – and across fields of study (Lissoni et al., 2011; Corsi, 2014, Palomba, 2000;
Menni8 and Cappellaro, 2000; Badaloni et al., 2011). 

Women with children are less oVen involved in research ac8vi8es (Corsi, 2014; Istat,
2015). Parenthood, and more precisely motherhood, con8nue to be considered
incompa8ble both with a successful (early) career development in the academic sector,
and with the job instability that characterise the early stages of career within and
outside the academic system. However, there is no evidence that not having children
produces posi8ve effects in climbing the career ladder (Palomba, 2008). Childlessness is
quite common among early career researchers in Italy. As explained in the
methodological paragraph, among early career researchers s8ll working in the Italian
departments involved in the Garcia Project, we were not able to interview female
postdocs with children (Tab. 3). 

Research and analyses focused on gender gaps in various selec8on processes within the
Italian academic system highlight the persistence of a set of mechanisms that seem to
feed women’s disadvantages in their career developments. These mechanisms interfere
with the accumula8on of the various requisites needed to build a successful academic
career: interna8onal publica8ons, fundraising; be included in interna8onal and local
research networks; visibility of own research within the research community and within
the department. Firstly, compara8ve analyses based on quan8ta8ve indicators document
that Italian female researchers con8nue to suffer from a certain produc8vity gap and are
less compe88ve than men, facing ceteris paribus more difficul8es than men in publishing
(D’Amico et al., 2011; Lissoni et al., 2011; Baccini et al., 2014; Corsi and Zacchia, 2014).
Secondly, several analyses focused on selec8on processes within the academic system
have pointed out the persistence of higher risk aversion among women in regard to
compe88ons crucial for their career development, such as the Na8onal Scien8fic
Habilita8on (De Paola et al., 2014; Baccini and Rosselli, 2014; Pautasso, 2015), or
applica8ons to obtain European research funding (EU, 2013). Thirdly, a study focused on
female economists has found that, although the investment of women in the profession
(in terms of educa8on, organiza8onal ac8vi8es and research) is significant, equivalent to,
if not higher than that of men, women face more difficul8es in career advancement,
especially when coopta8on is at work. In line with the transversal analyses proposed in
this chapter, women do research, but they are less visible, oVen employed in less
pres8gious tasks and with low level of responsibili8es, and less involved in professional
networking (Corsi, 2014).

Focusing on the leaky pipeline and the mechanisms that foster the exclusion of early
career researchers from academic and scien8fic careers, almost all the researches
conducted on this topic in Italy showed that job insecurity is the most important barrier
to the pursuit of a research career (Ajello et al., 2008; MORE2, 2013; Toscano et al.,
2015). The high level of job uncertainty experienced by postdocs produces nega8ve
consequences on researchers’ ability to manage their present and future work, their
chances of mee8ng the expected research performance targets, compromising their
long-term career development and reducing their level of sa8sfac8on with their jobs. 

In line with such results, the findings of descrip8ve analysis conducted on the data
collected through the Garcia web-survey (Bozzon and Gurnet 2015) showed that the
decision to leave the scien8fic career is strictly connected to the lack of clear long-term
prospects, as well as to the lack of job opportuni8es in the (Italian) academia. The early
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career researchers at the DISI and DSRS were highly dissa8sfied with the level of security
and the chances of career advancement related to their jobs (Figure 2). 

However, the interviews conducted at UNITN pointed out two interes8ng dynamics, the
first related to the research field, the second to the job posi8on of assistant professors.
Firstly, all issues related to contractual instability seem to affect more the postdocs at the
DSRS than those at the DISI. Such difference is mainly due to the wider range of research
chances outside the academic system available in the field of computer science and to
the higher confidence of those specialized in this filed in having access to new research
funds in the future.

Secondly, the group of fixed-term assistant professors (in both departments) do not see
the expiring of their contract as problema8c. This group perceive themselves as part of
the university community and assume that, given their current posi8on and the internal
recruitment/career advancement rules at the UNITN (Rapev et al., 2015), they have
high chances to obtain a permanent posi8on in the short run within the department
where they are working in. At the same 8me, female assistant professors showed a
higher level of dissa8sfac8on and intolerance with the “long hours culture”
characterising the current university system and with the difficulty to reconcile their
private and family lives with their work when compared with their male colleagues and
with (fe)male postdocs.

In rela8on to the job instability, leavers, movers and postdocs career trajectories
described in the previous paragraphs allow to outline a range of different ways/strategies
to reduce the level of uncertainty in the academic career development.

Among leavers, finding a job outside the academia/research sector is a way to reduce
the interference of work on their life, reduce the pace of work, reconquer a balance
between private life and work, and limit professional dissa8sfac8on and the lack of
perspec8ve experienced in the academic sector. However, in the case of female leavers,
the new working posi8on is oVen described as under-qualified with respect to their level
of educa8on and they con8nue to show low levels of sa8sfac8on about their
professional situa8on.

Among movers and postdocs, it is possible to iden8fy some career paths that, more than
others, seem to foster and enhance their long term career perspec8ves in the research
sector. More precisely, early career researchers who have moved abroad and, only in the
case of the DISI department, who are working or are planning to work in the private
sector describe/perceive such job posi8ons as more qualified, stable and bemer-paid that
those experienced in the Italian academy. Moreover, these posi8ons are considered as
an efficient way to improve both their professional skills, and their long term career
perspec8ves and free 8me for their private life as well.
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In regard to policies that could improve the quality of the work of early-career
researchers, one element recurrent during the interviews concerned the contractual
arrangements of postdocs in Italy. It is of par8cular interest that, although both men and
women at the two departments raised the issue, it was mainly DISI respondents who
complained about employment regula8ons that did not recognize research as a job. In
fact, although the majority of these researchers did not perceive themselves as being
exposed to work precariousness, at the same 8me they claimed the right to have access
to the same welfare measures that are available to other workers.

“We hybrid figures should be contractually classified in a manner which
establishes that even if we have fixed-term contracts, we are employees. [...]
Serious thought should be given to how to cover periods out of work in terms
of redundancy pay. Put simply, I think that there should be serious acQon of
income support because I think that the lack of unemployment benefits is the
main source of suffering for people in our situaQon” (Man, DSRS postdoc).

“Well, in my opinion two things should be done: the first is unemployment
benefit. This above all, because it’s absurd that when you complete a work
contract – which is not an employment contract but a scholarship, which is
another absurdity – from one day to the next you’re out of work. The second
thing is, for example, calls to build your academic networks” (Man, DISI
postdoc).

As already men8oned in the introduc8on (and in previous works within the GARCIA
Project), the researchers interviewed stressed the issue of the contractual classifica8on
of a postdoc posi8on in Italy, which in fact does not correspond to a job but to a grant,
and therefore does not give access to any form of social security. Not surprisingly,
therefore, the other issues raised referred to the rights of ‘standard employees’, but not
of non-tenured researchers, such as sickness benefit and social security.

“Certainly the recogniQon of sickness. Given that these jobs are so fluid and
brief, and not recognized – at least, my grant did not include sickness
insurance – protecQon and health insurance are important” (Man, former
DSRS postdoc).

“From my point of view it would be nice if there was greater recogniQon
certainly in terms of pension contribuQons during the period of postdoc
precariousness. It’s true that the grant is tax free, but in the end you’re sQll
working. So I think that some sort of contribuQon should be paid” (Man, DISI
RTD).

Another mamer repeatedly cited – and which is also an issue for workers not in full-8me
dependent employment, also outside the research sector – is the difficulty of obtaining a
mortgage, even for a rela8vely small amount.

“Right, the problem of a mortgage. The fact that with your contract you can’t
go to the bank and get a mortgage is already a problemaQc issue” (Woman,
DISI postdoc).

“For example, in *** [other EU country] the bank didn’t ask me what type of
contract I had. I had to show them my pay check, but they didn’t ask me and
my wife about the duraQon of our contracts” (Man, former DISI postdoc).
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“It’s unacceptable that, given this fact, there’s no avempt to adapt the
insQtuQonal and organizaQonal forms to this situaQon. It is absurd that a
forty-year-old person who has a fixed-term contract – and this is no longer an
excepQonal case – and decides to buy a house is told by the bank that the
pension policies of his father and mother must be provided as guarantees”
(Man, DSRS RTD).

The researchers interviewed, therefore, on the one hand complained about their lack of
rights, and on the other, emphasised how their (non-)employment contracts
discriminated against them with respect to other workers and, above all, allowed only
those with family support to pursue an academic career. In fact, only those with the
resources to cope with periods of unemployment could look for a new posi8on without
receiving any income in the mean8me.

“At the policy level, definitely that of income support, so that the researcher
has a conQnuous income [...]. And also to get the state to understand that it
shouldn’t take care only of pensioners, redundant workers, or public-sector
employees but also of those trying with such difficulty to pursue a research
career” (Man, former DSRS postdoc).

“I that that it’s crucial to give some kind of income conQnuity, because there’s
the risk that only people with their own capital will be able to carry on this
type of fragmented career. There obviously arises a situaQon of inequality
regardless of ability, research capacity, and so on. And so only those who can
afford to be precarious carry on, the others have much less opportuniQes”
(Woman, former DSRS postdoc).

The interviewees at the DISI, and especially those from other countries, also made
frequent reference to the pay of postdocs in Italy, which is well below the European
average. Especially for interviewees from other countries, the pay did not match the
standard of living that one would expect if working at a university.

“I think that maybe increasing the salary could improve living standards, this
is for sure. You can have a bever apartment, and then you can do so many
acQviQes without thinking about salary issues, money issues; in this sense it
may improve. I think that the salary is not enough with respect to the work
done in academia in general compared with other countries. In Italy I think it
is really very low. But I am doing my best not to be affected by that in my
social life” (Woman, DISI RTD).

Finally, as far as the contract was concerned, proposals were also made in regard to the
University, more than a structural level. It appears that postdocs are given scant
informa8on when they sign the contract, in both the departments, and in par8cular
about their rights and du8es. The difficul8es are especially pronounced for those who
come from other countries because a postdoc agreement is not recognized as an
employment contract.

“One of the acQviQes that could certainly improve the career and facilitate
it ... is the provision of bever informaQon. Therefore, more informaQon,
definitely: about subjects like rights or unemployment, because I really had to
struggle to find the informaQon, and I never knew if it was accurate”
(Woman, former DISI postdoc).
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“Another thing that could have helped was informaQon provision, so that we
could know how the law for PhD students, postdocs, and so on, works; what
are their rights and duQes. Because we are guided by the Welcome Office on
what we have to do on arriving in Italy, then we obtain a stay permit, but as
regards INPS [NaQonal Social Insurance Agency], for example, we register and
enrol, but then nothing more is done, so it would be good to give
informaQon” (Man, former DISI postdoc).

“I think that forms of tutoring and other such things would be good, but also
informaQon on the regulaQons, your rights and your duQes. They should
explain who you are and what the rules are. This would be a very important
aspect of transparency” (Woman, DSRS postdoc).

In regard to na8onal policies, among the women interviewed, both with and without
children, there were some who specifically referred not only to income support but also
to the need to be able to take a period of leave following the birth of a child, which is
currently not envisaged for postdocs.

“The fact that you don’t have decent leave, also in terms of pay, has been a
major problem because the child grows, and if you need to get back to work,
you have to put him somewhere. There is the need for broader support by the
government on this problem” (Woman, former DSRS postdoc).

“According to me, it would make sense to think about more specific
employment policies like income support or extension of maternity and
paternity rights. Maternity and paternity coverage should be part of the
package” (Woman, former DSRS postdoc).

To be called into ques8on, as regards the reconcilia8on of work and family life, was not
only the na8onal level, but also the services that could be provided at the University. It
should also be noted that, at the 8me of the wri8ng of this report, there were very few
places – just over twenty – at the crèche run by University of Trento, and access was
regulated by a ranking list that penalized those who had non-tenured posi8ons with
respect to permanent academic and administra8ve staff.

“Support for child care and then a series of internal university services: not
only the crèche but also babysiDng services, a list of child-minders who could
be called in the case of illness. Or different opening Qmes for the crèche. For
example, in *** [another EU country] they’re open from seven in the morning
to six thirty in the evening, and you have no obligaQon to enrol the child for
five days out of five. It could be more flexible” (Woman, DSRS RTD).

“One thing I think is essenQal is having a crèche in the department, so that
women don’t have to stay at home or take Qme off but can conQnue to work
by leaving their child at the daycare care ... but also services for personal
wellness, which I think are important: also having a gym within the university,
or organizing yoga classes, for example.” (Woman, former DISI postdoc).

“There’s not an office where you can breas|eed in peace ... or a space where
you can change your child’s nappies” (Woman, former DSRS postdoc).

A third area in which the early-career researchers interviewed, both men and women
and in both departments, thought that there was ample room for improvement
concerned departmental-level ac8ons to guide early career researchers in the academic
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world. As seen in the above analysis, a key role is played by the supervisor’s ability to
teach the ‘tricks of the trade’.

“From my short experience, what I have seen and more or less understood is
that you need to have someone take you under their wing. [...] It depends on
whether you have a supervisor or in any case a professor who helps you at the
beginning, this definitely, and who gives you Qps, who teaches you how to do
your job. This for me is the crucial point” (Man, DISI RTD).

“I think that the important aspect of supervising doctoral students, but also
postdocs, is informing them about themes and references, journals,
conferences ... what is lacking, perhaps, is support for the research process”
(Man, DSRS postdoc).

What the interviewees felt was needed (or had felt was needed when they were
postdocs), therefore, was not so much knowledge about the state of the art in their
discipline, or about conferences to amend and journals to read. In fact, this informa8on
seems to have been guaranteed at least to those who believed that they had a good
supervisor. Rather, what appeared to be lacking were other types of knowledge more
closely related to everyday research prac8ce. In this case, there were differences
between the two departments. In fact, whilst the postdocs at the DISI said that they
needed to acquire management skills, those at the DSRS instead felt the need to develop
skills related to the process of publishing in interna8onal journals.

“The big difference, I think, from when you were a postdoc is that you have
to manage research projects more and to deal with students, which you
perhaps didn’t have the chance to do when studying for the doctorate. So on
these two things, yes, there could be support on how to write a research
proposal and how to manage people, because in our department we don’t
learn people management techniques, although these would be useful:
people management, the management of resources, etc.” (Man, former DISI
postdoc).

“AcQviQes related to wriQng would be useful, even very pracQcal things: how
to publish in internaQonal journals, what to expect when you submit an
arQcle, how to structure an arQcle; things that may seem banal but which
you only learn in the field. [...] What a department should do to grow its
internal resources for retenQon, a training scheme, is one thing; but having a
department that trains people to go outside is not necessarily the same
thing” (Woman, former DSRS postdoc).

Both at the DSRS and the DISI, therefore, there was a desire to learn skills that enabled
an early career researcher to compete in the interna8onal market of research. The
interviewees described an almost paradoxical situa8on – one also confirmed by the
projec8ons of quan8ta8ve studies (Bonatesta et al., 2014): on the one hand, there was
very limle prospect of entering the University Trento, or any other university in Italy; on
the other, the departments were deficient in suppor8ng the careers of researchers so
that they had all the creden8als to be able to find work elsewhere.

“A sort of career advisor. When I was preparing for interviews for an assistant
professorship – now I’ve just won one in *** [EU country] – I was looking for
suggesQons on how to write the cover lever, the research statement, and the
descripQon of my teaching acQviQes. These things I found by myself; there

60



GARCIA – GA n. 611737 D 6.2 Qualita8ve report on Leaky Pipeline phenomenon

was no one to help me. I think it’s important, because it makes the difference
between whether your curriculum is discarded or whether you’re invited for
an interview. And then a network that adverQses job opportuniQes at naQonal
and internaQonal level” (Woman, DISI postdoc).

A final area of ac8on iden8fied by the interviewees was the need to build networks, and
to be able to do so independently without the supervisor’s media8on. In this regard, one
of the abili8es that respondents in both departments thought should be developed
concerned the wri8ng of projects, especially European ones – probably also due to the
fact that research funding is increasingly linked to external resources. As a result, the
possibility of con8nuing the academic career was also entwined with fundraising
capacity.

“AcQviQes that help with the wriQng of research proposals would be useful.
For example, here at*** there’s a specific service. There are people who help
you write European projects, or help you write projects for the European
Research Council. They really help you, because even if you’re a good
researcher, you may not know how to put your ideas in a decent project
proposal with a chance of winning. And they help you so much. I think in
general this strategy of helping researchers to posiQon their research would
be helpful” (Woman, former DISI postdoc).

“In my opinion, it does no harm to teach people how to write a research
project that may obtain funding. Many of my colleagues didn’t know where to
start, because it’s one of those skills that someone has to teach you;
otherwise you have to bang your head repeatedly against the wall before you
learn it by yourself. This would be extremely useful in an area which does not
receive massive funding” (Woman, former DSRS postdoc).

Especially at the DISI, where fundraising and wri8ng project proposal were ac8vi8es
certainly more developed than at the DSRS (also funding possibili8es were much more
numerous) the more senior postdocs cited among the measures to be proposed to the
University the possibility of presen8ng a project as Principal Inves8gator. This would
enable early-career researchers, but ones with non-permanent posi8ons, to
demonstrate their independence in research and build their own professional networks.
Some of the interviewees had already tried to carry out ini8a8ves of this kind, but so far
with limle success.

“The academic senate could approve an incenQve and permission for postdocs
to be the PIs of projects: this would be useful for people’s personal growth
and would give some recogniQon and saQsfacQon. At the moment it’s not
allowed, except for funding like the ERC StarQng Grant and the Italian SIR. But
there’s strong opposiQon, because when they hire a postdoc, he must do what
they want him to do. They don’t give a damn about the fact that a postdoc
can bring in a project, money, jobs for new people, give visibility and
resources to the university. Very disappoinQng. It’s sad because in the end
they have nothing to lose. [...] When you apply for an ERC or some more
serious funding, they want to see independence in research ... but here they
don’t give you that independence. You can’t have something that you can’t
have. Even if someone doesn’t have a fixed posiQon, the university could sQll
advance their career, giving the recogniQon that they deserve. But it doesn’t.”
(Man, DISI postdoc).
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“The problem is that we can’t be the PIs of projects. In these years I’ve had a
PRIN project [funded by the Ministry of University] – actually not as PI
because I couldn’t be, but I was the who managed it. Not being able to sign
the projects that you write is something of a recurrent issue for the more
experienced postdocs and RTDs. It’s not a mechanism that has to do with the
individual; it’s the system itself which prevents you from being PI in these
projects” (Man, DISI RTD).

Besides the wri8ng of projects, a further element considered essen8al for building
academic networks was par8cipa8on in conferences and spending periods as a visi8ng
scholar at other universi8es. This was a topic not men8oned at the DISI, but it was
prominent in the accounts of the interviewees of DSRS. Whilst at the Department of
Computer Science, in fact, the large number of projects and the consequent availability
of funds meant that it was not difficult to cover the mobility of early career researchers,
frequent at the Department of Sociology and Social Research were situa8ons in which
postdocs had no mobility funding, not even for par8cipa8on in conferences. As a
consequence, the DSRS postdocs were unable to present their research work to
interna8onal audiences and/or build networks outside Italy.

“One: to facilitate internaQonal mobility much more than happens now, which
means periods of study in departments around Europe and the world. Two:
encouraging parQcipaQon in calls for papers, in serious and selecQve
conferences where they do not take anyone who drops in while on a
sightseeing tour” (Man, DSRS RTD).

“Clearly, if there were support for internaQonal mobility, conferences, and
transfers ... that would be great …”. (Woman, DSRS postdoc).

However, networking consisted not only in establishing contacts outside the department
in which one worked but also in maintaining contacts with researchers who had worked
in that department in the past but were now working elsewhere. On the one hand, this
would allow construc8on of a kind of peer-mentoring system that fostered collabora8on
among early-career researchers; on the other, it would give greater visibility to persons
who had spent part of their academic careers at the University of Trento and were
looking for posts either at other universi8es or in contexts outside research.

“First, the department could gather together all those people who have
collaborated in the past and of whom it has probably lost track. These are
resources that have gone elsewhere to enrich other departments and other
universiQes. The department has trained these people and then they have in
some way vanished. I would gather these people together and I would
brainstorm with them to try to understand – rather like you’re doing now –
what has worked and what hasn’t, in a process that is shared and
parQcipatory. Another thing that I would do is ensure that these people talk
to each other, that the various young researchers, PhD students and postdocs
know what the others are doing so that they can develop ideas for organizing
workshops, publish together or parQcipate in calls. So it would be a
networking process.” (Man, former DSRS postdoc).

“The University could seek to make it possible for researchers to conQnue to
work, not only in academia, by creaQng an informaQon and disseminaQon
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system ... a sort of register of former collaborators”. (Man, former DSRS
postdoc).

The analysis of the interviews in regard to the policies – at na8onal or organiza8onal
level – which the early career researchers proposed to improve the quality of their
everyday work and support the development of an academic career, primarily evidenced
the difficul8es encountered by the interviewees. But it also enabled the team of the
Project GARCIA researchers to plan ac8ons for structural change to be implemented by
the University, and in the two departments selected, using a par8cipatory approach. The
Gender Ac8on Plan thus developed could in fact be based on the needs and proposals
origina8ng directly from the project’s target: that is, people working in universi8es with
temporary contracts.
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