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Abstract:

This paper reports the results of a small-scale study of the information practices of contract
academic staff in the United Kingdom, which is being used as the basis for a broader study in the
Canadian context. Neoliberal approaches to the management of higher education across the
globe, including Canada, are contributing to a highly challenging environment for contract
academic staff, who face marginalization, insecurity, and significant stress. The study seeks to
give voice to this growing complement of contract academic staff, to identify practical responses
to these challenges.

1. Introduction and Goal of the Study

A significant divergence in academia is evident between tenure-track faculty members who
enjoy full-time salaries, benefits, and job security, and contract academic staff (also called
adjunct faculty, contingent faculty, etc.) who enjoy none of these. In Canada, academic
employment is increasingly precarious, with 29% of academic staff working on temporary
contracts (CAUT, 2019). The precarious academic workforce reports feeling insecure and
marginalised (e.g., Brown et al., 2010; Dolan, 2011; Lopes & Dewan, 2014), and prevented
from working to their full capacity (Brady & Briody, 2016). Contact academic staff write about
the stress and anxiety that results from precarity, low pay and lack of benefits, as well as their
desire to seek longer term contracts (Harper, 2018). They may also be significantly
undercompensated for their actual hours worked (Carver, 2017). These negative experiences
contribute to the loss of valuable academic staff (Brady & Briody, 2016), which has significant
economic impact, as costs for hiring workers ranges from 10-17 weeks’ pay, increasing with
more skilled positions (Blatter et al., 2012).

Kezar’s (2013) and Dolan’s (2011) studies of contingent faculty suggests that they suffer from a
lack of information and communication, as well as misinformation in many departments.
Marginalised and excluded, a major challenge for casualized academics is a lack of workplace
information required for day-to-day activities (Willson, 2018). Universities are knowledge-
intensive organisations that require not only disciplinary expertise but large amounts of
information about policies, procedures, and practical aspects of the job. Dolan (2011) found that
contact academic staff seek communication via face-to-face meetings and gatherings.

The failure of universities to be inclusive of contract academic staff and acknowledge the
spectrum of their information needs significantly contributes to the issues they
experience. Academia is a complex, information-intensive field and universities are complicated



workplace environments. Learning how to do academic work is challenging; added to this,
finding necessary workplace information in universities is difficult (Willson, 2016). The extent
of this set of challenges, and the opportunity to ameliorate these, will only be understood when
the voices of contract academic staff are fully heard. This study therefore aimed to examine:

e the lived experiences of academics with precarious working conditions;

e the influence of on how workplace information is found, shared, used, and created; and

e the possible practical strategies to provide necessary workplace information to contract
academic staff.

2. Methods

A small-scale, qualitative study was conducted in Scotland and England to better understand

the experiences of contract academic staff in the UK research context. The study included focus
groups with 12 academic staff on contracts of two years or less (with one exception, one
participant had a 3-year contract) at one technological university and one ancient university
(research-intensive university founded in the middle ages). Focus groups lasted 72-98 minutes.
Nine participants were on research-only contracts, two were on teaching-only contracts, one was
on a teaching and research contract. Participants included nine women and three men, with a
range of disciplinary backgrounds and experience levels.

This information behaviour research employed a social phenomenological approach, part of the
phenomenological tradition of examining lived experience (Adams & van Manen, 2008).
Preliminary data analysis was done using qualitative content analysis, which categorises data
into patterns, conceptual categories, and themes to derive meaning from and relationships
between data (Julien, 2008). Initial coding included a close reading of focus group transcripts
and coding for general actions and topics. The initial codes were then grouped into categories
and examined for fit.

3. Findings and Discussion
Scrabbling for practical information

[T]t took us probably four months to figure out which template we should fill in, because
we kept emailing to the people who are responsible for it and asking ... So it’s not only
that there is no induction and no training on how are things to be done, but when you
request information, it’s also quite challenging to get answers... —“Anne”

Contract academic staff had a wide variety of information needs, particularly when starting new
positions. Much of the information needed was practical, needed to carry out their day-to-day
work, such as information about contracts and bureaucratic information. Contract staff described
having challenges in determining where to find information, discussing issues of not being
provided with necessary information, and not receiving orientation (also called induction). While
colleagues are an important source of workplace information (Willson, 2016), contract academic
staff mentioned being uncertain of who to ask for help. These issues are not unique to contract
academic staff but frequently stem from not being a regular member of staff, marginalised within



a department. The information needs of contract academic staff were often complicated,
requiring them to scrabble to get the workplace information they need, having been provided
with few information resources. In this context, information needs are created by the situation
contract staff find themselves in, which then influences information seeking (Savolainen, 2012).

Information seeking and monitoring: Constantly chasing up and staying on top

You just have to chase it every time you renew or get a new contract. If you were a full-
time, permanent member of staff, once you were set up, that would be you until
something big changed, but for us, it’s every time a project comes to an end. —“Jonathan”

The information needs of contract academic staff mean that they have to actively monitor their
situation and seek out information, as information needs fluctuate over time. Information seeking
and monitoring was particularly needed when there were problems with contracts, payroll, and
finding new employment. In addition to chasing up information, staying on top of situations was
important. Several contract staff members described a process of learning how to manage their
contract work and applying that information to their next contract position. This included
knowing which information to keep track of for auditing purposes, knowing who to talk to about
problems with contracts, and beginning to look for new employment when contracts were
running out. Contract staff start positions over and over again, meaning information needs are
recurring. Actively looking for information and then returning to that information to monitor the
situation, reminiscent of McKenzie’s (2003) active scanning, was an important part of gaining
agency over their situation.

Uncertainty as a barrier

And I just think it’s not necessarily a good way to live: it’s really stressful and anxiety-
inducing, and it’s just really difficult. And I think just in terms of my age and the stage
I’m at you just can’t plan anything ... — “Sophie”

Uncertainty permeated discussions of the experiences of contract academic staff, including
information regarding their roles, how to find information, their status within the university, and
their career development. The precarious nature of contract employment means that professional
(and personal) planning is difficult, if — at times — impossible. It also influenced the approach
that contract staff took to their jobs, discouraging some from participating in activities such as
departmental meetings, university events, and professional development, reducing their
understanding of and integration into the university. Stress and anxiety were apparent in how
many contract staff members discussed their current employment and future job prospects.
Uncertainty, which is associated with feelings of anxiety, comes from “a lack of understanding, a
gap in meaning, or a limited construct” (Kuhlthau, 1993, p. 347). For some contract staff
members, this situation was untenable and there were discussions of leaving academia.

4. Implications



Surprisingly, despite the issues associated with contract academic staff being widely recognised,
there is a dearth of research within the Canadian higher education context. Thus, the findings
from the UK study are being used to inform a similar study of Canadian contract academic staff.
Around the world, academics are being challenged by neoliberal trends in higher education (e.g.,
Giroux, 2007; Taylor, 2014; 2018) and the accompanying managerialism (e.g., Deem, 1998;
Deem et al., 2007; Ginsberg, 2011). The systemic managerial constraints that modern
universities exert on academics dictate how they accomplish their work and shape their
information practices (Willson, 2018). Neoliberal policies entail decreased government funding,
intensified accountability requirements, higher workloads, increased hiring of administrators, and
a move to a casualized workforce.

Within academe casualization has typically been examined as a systemic issue (e.g., Gill, 2014;
Giroux, 2014), lacking empirical explorations of the phenomenon from the perspective of those
most directly affected — contract academic staff. Some researchers have begun to explore these
academics’ experiences empirically, notably in Australia (e.g., Brown et al., 2010; Kimber &
Erich, 2015; Klopper & Power, 2014) and recently in the UK (Jones & Oakley, 2018; Locke et
al., 2018; Loveday, 2017; 2018). This research will address the deficiency of empirical research
in the Canadian context, providing a systematic examination of the lived experiences of contract
academic staff, focussing on casualization, and accounting for systemic and contextual factors of
the Canadian higher education sector. The findings of this research will inform Canadian policy
and practice by developing ‘best practices’ for universities to work with contract academics in
Canada and beyond.
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