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abstract

Early-career academics (ECAs) generally experience insecure
employment conditions, intense competition for research fund-
ing, and limited access to effective mentorship. Postdoctoral
career pathways are marked by uncertainty and precarity, with
short-term contracts and high expectations for research output,
teaching, and administrative work. Drawing on interviews with
ECAs in Sweden and Albania, this essay identifies a striking con-
vergence in their experiences despite substantial differences

in national academic systems. The findings suggest that these
difficulties are not merely country-specific but reflect broader
structural characteristics of contemporary European academia.
The persistence of such conditions highlights a systemic dis-
connect between doctoral training and sustainable academic
careers, pointing to the need for reforms that promote long-term
career stability and healthier research environments. The essay
also reveals differences between Albanian and Swedish ECAs’
career aspirations and experiences of gender equality.
KEYWORDS: Early-career academics, academic precarity, com-
parative higher education, Albania, Sweden.
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ife for most individuals who remain in academia after

completing their PhD is far from being all sunshine

and rainbows. On the contrary, the reality can be

quite challenging, according to the literature on early-
career academics (ECAs). Many ECAs find themselves working
on short-term contracts, which creates persistent uncertainty
about their professional future. Securing grants and funding,
which are essential for career advancement, is highly competi-
tive and often difficult to achieve without an already established
track record. In addition to these fundamental uncertainties,
ECAs must balance demanding responsibilities: producing high-
quality research, delivering effective teaching, and sometimes
managing administrative duties.! This juggling act can be over-
whelming, with the heavy workload frequently leading to stress
and even burnout. Above all, there is intense pressure to publish
regularly in international academic journals, which is crucial for
establishing academic credibility and securing promotions.? The
demands of the job often extend beyond normal working hours,
encroaching on personal life and overall wellbeing.

These challenges represent some of the more general
struggles faced by junior academics. Yet beyond these, other dif-
ficulties are also common. For instance, many ECAs experience
a sense of isolation after their PhD, as they often no longer have
a formal supervisor to provide guidance and support. Finding
mentors or advisors becomes a personal responsibility, which
can be a daunting task.?

Furthermore, female junior academics, and ECAs who belong
to minority groups, face additional obstacles. These can include
implicit biases, unequal access to networking opportunities, and
challenges related to work-life balance (particularly for those jug-
gling family responsibilities). Additionally, the lack of role mod-
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els and mentors can exacerbate feelings of exclusion and limit
opportunities for career progression.*

GIVEN THESE SIGNIFICANT challenges, it is not surprising that
many ECAs question the attractiveness of a long-term aca-
demic career. In this text, we compare the perspectives and
experiences of three ECAs in Albania with those of their coun-
terparts in Sweden. The accounts from Albania were gathered
in spring 2025, while the Swedish perspectives were collected
ayear earlier, in spring 2024.5 We posed a similar set of ques-
tions to both groups, starting with their overall impressions
of life as (post-doctoral) researchers in academia, followed by
their access to senior mentors or role models, their experi-
ences with gender inequality, and finally, their outlook on the
future: do they see themselves still working in academia ten
years from now?

The comparison between these two markedly different Eu-
ropean cases (Albania and Sweden) is inspired by a research
design known to political scientists as the “most different sys-
tems design”. This approach involves selecting cases that dif-
fer widely across various background factors (such as culture,
economy, and political structures) but share a similar outcome.
The goal is to identify the common factor(s) that might explain
this shared result.® In this instance, both Albania and Sweden
have higher education systems formally aligned international
standards; however, they differ significantly in institutional
capacity, research infrastructure, and developmental maturity.
While Sweden’s research and research training systems meet EU
standards, Albania continues to face major challenges in mod-
ernization, gender equality, and the development of research
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infrastructure, even if we have witnessed notable improvements
inrecent years.”

The next section provides a snapshot overview of the general
higher education contexts in Albania and Sweden in order to
situate the analysis, before turning to the actual interviews.

Higher educationinstitutions
background: Albaniaand Sweden

Higher education institutions in Albania operate as both public
and private entities under the national regulatory framework.
The Albanian higher education system has undergone signifi-
cant transformation over the past decades, marked by substan-
tial reforms and persistent challenges. These changes have been
largely driven by the country’s transition from a centralized,
state-controlled model to a more autonomous and competitive
academic environment. Key reforms have focused on enhancing
quality assurance mechanisms, strengthening institutional gov-
ernance, and aligning curricula and degree structures with Euro-
pean standards through participation in the Bologna Process.®
Despite these efforts, the sector continues to face challenges
such as limited research funding, ongoing brain drain, and insuf-
ficient linkages between universities, the labour market, and
international academic networks. These dynamics highlight the
ongoing struggle to balance system expansion with quality and
societal relevance within Albanian higher education. In particu-
lar, a remaining significant challenge is the absence of a clearly
defined and sustainable career path for early-stage research-
ers, which limits professional development opportunities and
long-term academic advancement. Combined with constrained
research funding and structural barriers, these shortcomings

“THESECTORCONTINUES TOFACECHALLENGES SUCHAS
LIMITED RESEARCH FUNDING, ONGOING BRAINDRAIN,AND
INSUFFICIENT LINKAGES BETWEEN UNIVERSITIES, THELABOUR
MARKET, AND INTERNATIONAL ACADEMIC NETWORKS.”
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continue to hinder the growth and retention of young research-
ers within Albanian higher education.?

In Sweden, higher education institutions consist of univer-
sities and university colleges, all operating under the same
national legislation. The Swedish higher education system is
fully aligned with the Bologna Process, and universities and uni-
versity colleges enjoy a high degree of institutional autonomy in
areas such as internal governance, curriculum design, staffing,
and research priorities. Quality assurance and compliance with
national legislation are overseen by the Swedish Higher Educa-
tion Authority.*

ALL THE SAME, ECAs are not seldom described as a particularly
vulnerable group in Swedish academia as well. They occupy an
uncertain position between having attained formal recognition
as independent scholars (i.e., the completion of a PhD), yet lack-
ing the security of a long-term employment. This liminal status
creates professional and existential ambiguity. More specifically,
Swedish junior researchers face a range of interconnected chal-
lenges, including decisions about where and what to publish,
whom to seek for mentorship and guidance, and how to balance
institutional expectations and performance metrics with per-
sonal values, research interests, and long-
term career aspirations."

Thus, despite the differences outlined
above, early-career academics (ECAs) in
both Albania and Sweden face broadly
similar challenges in academic career
progression. These challenges, however,
differ in their intensity and institutional
context. Sweden benefits from more
established career frameworks, stronger
institutional support, and more robust
research funding, whereas ECAs in Al-
bania confront more severe constraints
stemming from limited resources and less developed career
structures. Turning now to the interview data, the analysis seeks
to further illuminate both the shared experiences and the key
divergences shaping the career trajectories of early-career aca-
demics in Sweden and Albania.

Academiclife:
A balance of freedom and precarity

Most of the ECAs we interviewed, in both countries, acknowl-
edged the appeal of academic life. After years spent grappling
with their doctoral theses, entering the postdoctoral stage
brought a sense of accomplishment and intellectual freedom,
not seldom accompanied by a degree of collegial recognition.
However, the informants could easily to point out the less ideal
aspects of this path. Chief among them was insecurity. One par-
ticipant aptly described the experience as “a mix of intellectual
fulfilment and systemic frustration”. The frustration referred
to precarious employment contracts, the constant pressure to
secure external funding through grant applications, and the
highly competitive nature of the work, where even temporary

“EARLY-CAREER
ACADEMICS (ECAS)
INBOTHALBANIA
AND SWEDENFACE
BROADLY SIMILAR
CHALLENGESIN
ACADEMICCAREER
PROGRESSION.”

positions are limited. Added to this are the numerous demands
related to publishing, teaching, and navigating inflexible bu-
reaucratic systems. Here, the Swedish informants did not differ
significantly from the Albanian. Both groups told the same story,
very familiar from the literature on ECAs. At the same time, one
of the Albanian ECAs noted though that he (temporarily work-
ing outside of Albania) faced one additional challenge: being a
non-EU citizen. This made the already precarious work situation
more complicated, due to visa requirements and residence per-
mit bureaucracy.

Door-openers or gatekeepers?

When discussing mentors and role models, a noticeable differ-
ence emerged between the Swedish and Albanian informants.
The Swedish ECAs identified a range of individuals who could
offer support or guidance: former supervisors, senior scholars,
but also (more experienced) peers who could be considered
“junior-senior” mentors. These mentors provided various forms
of help, from opening career-related doors and facilitating pub-
lication opportunities, to offering practical advice and social
support. In contrast, the Albanian informants more readily
identified mentors as older colleagues or professors who had the
power to offer access to networks, inter-
national conferences, and publication
opportunities. However, they also noted
that such benefits could be withheld if
relationships with these mentors were
not cultivated properly. Despite these
differences, all ECAs recognized the im-
portance of having a more experienced
person to turn to for advice and support.
One informant emphasized the need
for “a structured mentoring culture”:
a system in which access to established
scholars is institutionalized rather than
left to chance or individual initiative. She connected this to a per-
ceived gender imbalance, suggesting that men are generally less
at risk of missing out on mentorship opportunities. This brings
us to the third discussion point, gender inequality.

Experiences of gender inequality

As previously mentioned, existing research has highlighted the
barriers faced by early-career women in academia. In the inter-
views conducted for this confined study, gender differences and
inequality emerged as recurring themes across various contexts.
However, the experiences reported differed notably between
the Swedish and the Albanian ECAs.

While the Swedish informants were clearly aware of gender
inequality as a broader issue, none reported experiencing un-
equal treatment personally. For them, concerns such as securing
long-term contracts and managing external demands often took
precedence over gender-related issues, which were sometimes
perceived as secondary.

In contrast, the Albanian participants shared direct and
personal accounts of gender inequality. One informant noted



that male colleagues were more frequently invited to co-author
papers or join research projects through informal academic net-
works; opportunities she found less accessible. She also recalled
hearing remarks suggesting that women in academia would
“slow down” after starting families, whereas men were viewed
as stable, long-term assets. Such perceptions, she believed,
influenced decisions about hiring, promotion, and leadership
opportunities. Another Albanian informant commented that fe-
male researchers were expected to work harder than their male
counterparts to prove themselves.

Here, the informants confirm a situation that is well-known.
Gender equality has been a topic of institutional discussion in
Albania for many years, yet it continues to face significant ob-
stacles in terms of implementation and broader cultural accep-
tance. Albania remains a predominantly patriarchal society, a
characteristic that is also reflected within its universities, where
informal norms, organisational cultures, and inherited hierar-
chies often reproduce gendered expectations. In the last few
years, higher education institutions have started to introduce
Gender Equality Plans, initiatives encouraged largely by the EU
integration process and external project requirements rather
than emerging from an internally driven strategic commitment.

ToBENOTED, although most higher education institutions for-
mally adhere to gender equality frameworks, in practice, their
implementation remains limited. For many universities in
Albania, the gender equality plan exists primary on paper and
is not consistently integrated into recruitment, promotion, or
decision-making process. Institutional inertia, lack of account-
ability mechanisms, and insufficient resources often prevent
these plans from translating into tangible outcomes. As a result,
gender disparities persist across academic ranks, particularly in
leadership positions and research funding distribution.

Although the small sample size here prevents definitive con-
clusions about national academic cultures, it is reasonable to
suggest that research environments with limited funding and
fewer institutionalized practices may be more susceptible to in-
formality and nepotism. In contrast, more professionalized and
transparent systems may offer greater safeguards against such
biases.”

Prospects for the future

What about the future? Can our informants, the ECAs in Sweden
and Albania, imagine themselves remaining in academia ten
years from now?

The Swedish respondents generally answered yes to this
question. While they acknowledged the uncertainties inherent
in academic careers (see above), they still saw staying in aca-
demia as both desirable and realistically achievable. Among the
Albanian researchers, the picture was slightly more complex.
All expressed a desire to remain in academia, but one high-
lighted the need for significant structural reforms. If the system
continues to function as it currently does, she explained, alter-
native career paths, such as roles in think tanks, international
organizations, or NGOs, could become more appealing. Leaving
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academia, in her view, would not signify failure but rather an
adaptation to systemic limitations. Another Albanian informant
put it more bluntly: “The moment I see it does not work for me,
I’'m out with no regrets”.

Concludingremarks

As noted in the introduction, our tentative comparison between
Albania and Sweden was guided (or perhaps rather, inspired)

by a most different systems design. Despite substantial national
differences, a striking convergence emerges: ECAs in both coun-
tries report remarkably similar challenges. Precarious employ-
ment conditions, intense competition for external funding, and
a pronounced need for mentorship recur across both cases. This
suggests that such challenges are not merely context-specific,
but rather pervasive features of contemporary academic life.
More broadly, there appears to be a structural gap in career op-
portunities and trajectories between PhD candidates and estab-
lished researchers across European universities.

Naturally, differences exist between the two countries ex-
amined here, particularly regarding experiences of unequal
treatment and expectations for the future. Nevertheless, the
overarching pattern is consistent: the academic systems in both
Sweden and Albania present substantial barriers to early-career
researchers, irrespective of national context. This leads toa
sobering conclusion. If two markedly different systems generate
such similar accounts of struggle, the problem is unlikely to be
purely local; instead, it points to a structural and widespread is-
sue. Meaningful reform is therefore required; not only to provide
early-career researchers with viable academic career paths, but
also to strengthen the functionality of research environments in
Sweden, Albania, and beyond. E
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