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Abstract 

Ensuring attractive academic careers is high on the international policy agenda. Favourable working conditions is important both to retain the best talents and to ensure the quality, performance, and competitiveness of academic research. In Norway, as in many other western countries there is an ongoing discussion about precarious working conditions and temporary employment in the higher education sector as a major hampering factor for recruiting and retaining talents to an academic career. Effective measures to cope with the problem of temporary contracts are dependent on increased knowledge, and this article aim to provide knowledge on how different sources of funding influence employment, and how immigration status relates to temporary positions. We use data from Statistics Norway’s unique register of research personnel with data on all researchers in the higher education sector where data on employment have recently been added and we connect this with information on immigration status. 










1. Introduction

[bookmark: _Hlk130814117]Across European academia, there is an ongoing debate on precarious working conditions, both in the research literature (e.g.: Castellacci and Viñas-Bardolet, 2021; Waaijer, et al., 2017, and Frøhlich et al., 2018) and in national and international policymaking (e.g. OECD, 2021; European Commission, 2020). The article addresses this issue with a particular focus on temporary employment in the higher education sector in a Norwegian context.  

The Norwegian society is characterized by a regulated working life and favorable working conditions[footnoteRef:2], and the Norwegian Working Environment Act (§ 14-9 (1)) state that the main rule is to employ permanently. Data show that Norway has a somewhat lower share of temporary employment (9.3 per cent in 2021), compared to both the OECD-average (11.8 per cent) and the other Nordic countries for total employment (OECD, 2023). However, over the last decade it has become evident that the proportion of temporary employment is much higher within the higher education sector than the Norwegian average (Statistics Norway, 2023). Despite the Norwegian government’s efforts[footnoteRef:3] to reduce the use of temporary positions in the sector, the share of temporary positions has remained stable. [2:  See for example the OECD Job Quality Database: https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=JOBQ]  [3:  E.g. reducing the share of temporary contracts has been a stated goal in the government’s letters of allocation to the higher education institutions since 2010. A working group has suggested measures to reduce the use of temporary contracts, and it is a central theme in the government’s strategy for researcher recruitment and career development from 2021. ] 


The high share of temporary positions within the higher education sector can be a challenge, both for the individual researcher, the research communities and the society. Castellaci and Viñas-Bardolet (2021) have studied academic researchers and find that having a permanent contract is an important factor supporting well-being (see also Fontinha et al., 2018; Waaijer et al., 2017). Young academics argue that temporary employment has negative effects on the research quality (The Young Academy of Norway, 2018). It is often perceived as “smarter” to work on projects that end in publications, rather than engaging in innovative and complex projects where publication lies far ahead. Several organizations have also raised concerns regarding the negative effects temporary employment have on academic freedom.[footnoteRef:4] If temporary contracts contribute to uncertainty, reduced job security and weak career prospects, it is also likely that academia will become an unattractive career path for young talents. In the long run, this can weaken the quality, performance, and competitiveness of academia (Castellacci and Viñas-Bardolet, 2021), which in turn will have negative effects on the development of the society and its ability to face the great challenges of our time.   [4:  See for example NOU 2022:2 Academic Freedom of expression, p. 83-84. ] 


The causes of the high share of temporary employment within the higher education (HE)-sector in Norway has been heavily debated over the last years. Firstly, it is important to note that the Norwegian HE institutions have admission to appoint some specific positions for a fixed-term up to four years[footnoteRef:5], such as PhD- and post-doctoral positions. It is widely agreed upon that the PhD-positions should be based on a fixed-term (Proba samfunnsanalyse [Proba], 2023, p. 15). The purpose of the post-doctoral position is to qualify for work in top scientific positions.[footnoteRef:6] However, it is well documented that it is often used contrary to its purpose – as a temporary researcher position without real qualification opportunities (Proba, 2023, p. 25; Gunnes et al., 2020). A large proportion of the temporary positions in the Norwegian HE-sector is thus caused by a large number of PhD- and post-doctoral positions. When including all positions, the share of temporary employment in the sector is as high as 43 per cent, while the share is 15 per cent when excluding research assistants, PhD- and post-doctoral positions.  [5:  See The University and University Colleges Act § 6-4 (1). ]  [6:  See Regulations on terms of employment for positions such as postdoctoral fellow, research fellow, scientific assistant and specialist candidate.] 


Further, there seems to be broad agreement that project organization and external funding is one of the most significant contributors to the high proportion of temporary contracts (Proba, 2023, p. 5-6; Ministry of Education and Research, 2021). However, most of the HE-institutions’ funding comes from the general university funds (basic funding) provided by the Norwegian government (nearly 70 per cent). Based on the high numbers of temporary contracts in the sector we suspect that funding of temporary contracts through the basic funding is a bigger problem than it is portrayed as in the public debate – where external funding is mostly to blame. In this paper we seek to answer the following research question: 

R1: How do temporary positions in Norwegian higher education institutions relate to the source of funding? 

In addition to research on the effects of temporary contracts as shown above, there are also studies that target the effects precarious work and temporary contracts on early academic careers (e.g. Hollywood et al., 2020; Herscberg et al., 2018), and precarious work and gender (e.g. O’Keefe and Courtois, 2019; Bozzon et al., 2017). However, as Arday (2022) points out, there seems to be a need for more research that explores ethnicity and precarious work. This articleaim to cover some of this gap by investigating the link between immigrants and temporary employment in Norwegian HE-institutions. 

A Swedish study (Saxonberg and Sawer, 2006) concludes that there are existing institutional mechanisms that limit the opportunities foreign born academics have to obtain permanent positions in academia. Further, the recruitment procedures are to some extent based on subjective judgements, and the authors find examples of the assessment of educational merits being (ab)used to exclude meritorious foreign candidates in favor of internal applicants. In Norway, one third of research personnel have an immigrant background (Steine, 2023), and the aim of this article is to investigate whether this group differs from the remaining population regarding temporary contracts. 

Previous studies have shown that immigrants have a lower probability of obtaining a permanent position in the Norwegian working life in general, even when they have a higher education from a Norwegian HE-institution (Brekke and Mastekaasa, 2008; Drange, 2009; Villund, 2008; Støren, 2010). Maximova-Mentzoni et al. (2016) also finds that this is the case for researchers with an immigrant background. The authors conclude that there is a need for, among others, i) more empirical data on immigrants and academic careers, and studies that investigates whether immigrants and descendants of immigrants obtain permanent positions in academia, and ii) research that takes national and political contexts into consideration, so that the knowledge can be used as basis for further policy development. This article follows up on these recommendations and by connecting different sources of empirical data from the Norwegian context, we seek to answer the following research question:

R2: How is immigrant status related to temporary employment within the Norwegian higher education sector?


2. Data and methods
To answer our research questions, we use data from Statistics Norway´s register of research personnel. The register contains information on all academic positions at HE-institution, research institutes, and health trusts. This is an individual register where the social security number contains information on age and gender and enables the track of individuals. Non-Norwegian citizens receive fictive personal numbers. The register is based on regularly reports from the institutions to Statistics Norway and includes information on employed personnel and position, educational background, and workplace (institution/faculty/ department) and field of R&D. The register is part of the national R&D statistics. In 2021, data on employment were included in the register with data back to 2015/2016. To be able to distinguish between immigrants and the remaining population, we have coupled data on immigration status from Statistics Norway’s system for personal data with data from the register of research personnel. 

3. Preliminary findings and analysis 

In the following sections we will present our preliminary findings and discuss how the findings relate to our two research questions. 

We find support for the expectation that also the basic funding is being used to finance temporary positions (see Table 1). When excluding research assistants, PhD- and post-doctoral positions, we still find that as many as 13 per cent of the basic funded positions are temporary. The share for external funded positions is 30.9 per cent. 

A study done by Proba (2023) finds a widespread opinion within the HE- institutions, that to reduce the use of temporary contracts, the dependence on external funding must be reduced. As Table 1 illustrates, this seems to be a misconception, as a high share of the basic funded positions also are temporary. The findings of the same report suggest that the HE-institutions appear to be unwilling to take financial risks (p. 43). This might be an explaining factor to the high share of temporary positions with basic funding. Many externally funded research projects require that the institution provide own funding and it might be difficult to make a clear cut between the different sources. However, this could also be caused by other cultural or structural factors, and further research on this matter is necessary – both to broaden or understanding of the matter, but also to make it possible to enable effective measures to cope with the problem. 

[image: ]Table 1 Share of permanent and temporary employment by funding category (without postdoc, PhD, and research assistants) in Norwegian higher education sector 2021. 
N= 26,294
Source: Statistics Norway
The actual share of temporary employment is even higher than Table 1 shows. In the group reported as permanently employed researchers with external funding the positions are only permanent if the researchers keep finding external funding. The Trade union for researchers call it “hidden temporality” and fudging the statistics. It is clearly a challenge to find robust statistics on the actual share of permanent employment which goes out of scope of our article. 

Our second research question addresses the relationship between immigrant status and temporary employment within the Norwegian HE-sector. As Table 2 illustrates, it is evident that a higher share of immigrants holds a temporary position than the remaining population. 

Many internationally mobile researchers come to Norway for short term career opportunities without intentions of staying on a long-term basis (Gunnes et al., 2020; Proba, 2023). The majority (nearly 80 per cent) of the researchers with an immigrant background are internationally mobile researchers that have already obtained a masters or doctoral degree from abroad (Steine, 2023). It is likely that these researchers are more inclined to accept a temporary position, and this might be one explanation as to why the share is higher among immigrants, in addition to structural mechanisms and implicit discrimination as outlined in the introduction. However, the causes are most likely even more complex. In the following sections (Table 2-5), we break down data on temporary employment and immigration status by gender, position, country of origin and field of R&D, to shed light on other possible explanations. 

[image: ]Table 2 Share of permanent and temporary employment by gender and immigrant status (without postdoc, PhD, and research assistants) in Norwegian higher education sector 2021. N=17,333

Table 2 also includes gender, and we see that for women, both among immigrants and the remaining population, the share of temporary employment is even higher. Mählck (2012; 2015) have found that in a Swedish context, women of color who have immigrated from Western countries are more exposed to discrimination in academia than white women. Our findings show that female immigrants have the highest share of temporary employment of all groups (Table 2). As shown in Table 4, there is a higher share of immigrants from Asia, Africa and America and Oceania that holds a temporary position than immigrants from Europe. These findings suggest that there might be connections between gender, ethnicity, and temporary positions, and this is something that requires further investigation in the future. 

Table 3 shows the share of permanent and temporary employment by immigrant status and selected positions. The degree of permanent positions is particularly high among full and associate professors; both with more than 90 per cent. A higher share of both university/college lecturers and researchers with an immigrant background hold a temporary position. The differences between those with an immigrant background and the remaining population are less prominent among professors and associate professors. This supports the previous findings regarding internationally mobile researchers and short-term stays (Gunnes et al, 2020). 
Gujord, Molde, Olsen and Wunderlich (2022) suggest that temporary employment is a contributing factor as to why many of the international employees do not prioritize to learn Norwegian. However, there is also a possibility that language skills affect employment. Research from a Swedish context (Mählck and Thaver, 2010) finds that language contributes to cultures of inclusion and exclusion at higher education institutions. A potential topic for further research is thus whether lack of language skills (in this case Norwegian) contributes to exclusion of immigrants in permanent positions, and whether language is a mechanism that contribute to or maintain the high share of temporary employment among this group.  

[image: ]Table 3 Share of permanent and temporary employment by immigrant status and selected positions in Norwegian higher education sector 2021. N= 15,451

We also find what seem to be some patterns regarding country of origin and employment status (Table 4). A larger share of the European researchers is permanently employed than researchers from Africa, America and Oceania and Asia. Previous studies (Maximova-Mentzoni, et al., 2016) have found that immigrants from Europe and western countries have larger probability to obtain a relevant position in Norwegian academia than immigrants from Asia, Africa and South- and Central-America. Even though the division of regions differs a bit from our data, our findings suggest a similar pattern regarding temporary positions. There is, however, a need for more knowledge on the causes of these potential patterns.

Table 4 Share of permanent and temporary employment among immigrants and descendants of immigrant by country of origin (without postdoc, PhD, and research assistants) in Norwegian higher education sector 2021. N= 4,696
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When we look at temporary positions among different fields of R&D, we find that the difference between researchers with an immigrant background and the remaining population is particularly high within natural sciences and medical and health sciences (nearly 8.5 percentage points). The higher education sector is competing with other sectors when it comes to recruitment of talents, and data on recruitment of researchers provided by Statistics Norway show that PhD students (obtaining their degree in Norway) within these fields have a higher tendency to work outside academia upon completion of their doctoral degree. This might be because these candidates are particularly attractive for other sectors, and because the working conditions outside of academia are more attractive than relying on temporary contracts inside academia. Hence, our findings suggest that the higher education institutions might be more dependent on international recruitment for positions within these fields. 

The difference between the two groups is also quite large within agricultural sciences (21.2 percentage points), but the number of researchers holding a position within this field is quite low and must therefore be interpreted with caution. For the remaining fields the difference is lower and varies between 1.4 and 2.3 percentage points, with immigrants holding a larger share of temporary positions within all fields. 

[image: ]Table 5 Share of permanent and temporary employment by immigrant status and field of R&D (without postdoc, PhD, and research assistants) in Norwegian higher education sector 2021. N = 17,333


5. Implications for further research

In this article, we have investigated how temporary positions in the Norwegian higher education sector differ with source of funding, and how immigration status, combined with gender, country of origin and field of R&D, is related to temporary positions. 

Through our findings it has become evident that the basic funding is being used to finance temporary positions, even though external funding often is portrayed as the main cause of the high share of temporary positions. Future research should aim to better understand the causes of the continued use of temporary positions to broaden or understanding of the matter, but also to make it possible to enable effective measures to cope with the problem.

Our findings show that the share of temporary employment is higher among immigrants than among the remaining population. Effective measures to cope with the problem of temporary contracts are dependent on increased knowledge on what barriers and challenges the different groups are facing when competing for permanent positions. Our findings show that more women are temporarily employed than men – both among immigrants and the remaining population. Previous research has shown that internationalization of the academic workforce has had a positive impact on gender balance (Wendt et al., 2022), but we need more knowledge on how internationalization affects temporary employment and precarious working conditions, and particularly the connection between gender, immigration and temporary employment. We also found that temporary contracts are more common for researchers from outside of Europe and there is a need for more knowledge on the causes of the potential patterns regarding country of origin and temporary positions. 
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