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Abstract

Research on the working conditions of early-career communication scholars in Switzerland remains scarce
despite growing public attention to their precarious situation. Drawing on Herzberg's two-factor theory of
job satisfaction and social cognitive career theory, we explore (1) the experienced working conditions of
early-career scholars at Swiss higher education institutions, (2) job (dis)satisfaction, (3) career perspec-
tives, (4) gender differences, and (5) potential improvements and responsible actors. To this end, we used
a mixed-methods design that combined focus group discussions with a quantitative survey. While the re-
spondents highly valued flexibility in work, many respondents reported excessive workloads associated
with pressure and stress. Job dissatisfaction was fueled by concerns about their professional and person-
al futures, which stemmed from nonpermanent contracts and limited career prospects. Factors such as
personal relationships and exchanges with colleagues and superiors contributed to job satisfaction. The
respondents viewed the university, professors, and political institutions as the most responsible for ad-
dressing working conditions, and they wished to see differentiated job profiles, improved family planning
conditions, and more full-time and permanent positions. These empirical insights contribute to the discus-
sion about and improvement of the situation of early-career scholars.
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1 Introduction tions of early-career scholars in communica-

tion science and media research in Switzer-

The precarious situation of early-career schol-
ars has increasingly been discussed in schol-
arly (e.g., Ryffel et al., 2022) and public (e.g.,
SRF, 2021) debates, as concerns about unsta-
ble employment conditions, limited career
prospects, and mental health issues continue
to grow. Early-career scholars are individuals
at the beginning stages of their research ca-
reers, typically including recent doctoral stu-
dents, postdoctoral researchers, and junior
faculty members who have not yet attained
permanent and senior or professorial aca-
demic positions (see Frandsen & Nicolaison,
2024)." In this paper, we explore the percep-

1 There is no universally agreed-upon definition,
and criteria can vary by field, institution, or

land.?

country, but early-career scholars are generally
characterized by their limited years of experi-
ence since completing their highest degree or
by their early publication record. We under-
stand early-career scholars based on the under-
standing of the academic “mid-level faculty”
(“Mittelbau”) that exists in the German-speak-
ing system, that is, as employees who do not
have a full or associate professorship, and often
have a nonpermanent employment contract
(i.e., doctoral students, postdoctoral scholars,
senior research and teaching assistants, lectur-
ers, and assistant professors).

2 To enhance readability, we will use the term
communication science in the remainder of the

paper.
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Despite their central role in research
(wirth et al., 2008), the working conditions
and precarious situation of early-career schol-
ars were long neglected in German-speaking
countries, receiving little public attention or
resistance from scholars. However, in recent
years, this has begun to change: Institution-
al actors such as the Swiss Academy of Hu-
manities and Social Sciences (SAGW; Nauer,
2022), the Swiss National Science Foundation
(SNSF; Nicholson, 2022), and media outlets
(e.g., SRF, 2021) have taken critical stances.
In 2022, over 8500 scientists signed the “Pe-
tition Academia,” which urged political inter-
vention to improve career stability. The Swiss
Federal Council subsequently pledged to
investigate the issue (Nationalrat, 2022; Pe-
tition Academia, n.d.), concluding that while
progress has been made, further efforts are
needed, particularly to support women (SFBI,
2024a, b). The topic also became the subject of
debate among communication scholars (e.g.,
Niemann-Lenz & Menke, 2020).

The precarious working conditions of
early-career scholars, characterized by short-
term contracts, limited job security, and
unclear career progression, are deeply tied
to their job satisfaction (e.g., Probst et al.,
2023). In communication science, research
has found that scholars face intense pressure
to publish and secure funding while lacking
clear long-term career prospects (Hanitzsch
et al., 2024). The resulting chronic dissatis-
faction and stress can reduce productivity,
hinder creativity, and lead to mental health
issues or early exit from research careers, with
early-career researchers and those with non-
permanent contracts being particularly at risk
(Hanitzsch et al., 2024; Ryffel et al., 2022).

The precarious conditions of early-
career researchers affect not only individual
satisfaction but also the long-term vitality of
communication research in a system lacking
stable, supportive foundations. As Ryffel et al.
(2022) emphasized, poor working conditions
may contribute to a growing “brain drain,’
i.e.,, many talented and highly motivated
young scholars are driven to leave academia
entirely or seek more stable opportunities
abroad. Such development negatively affects
the quality and quantity of research output,
potentially weakening Switzerland’s capaci-
ty to retain and cultivate the next generation

of researchers, particularly in high-demand,
competitive fields such as communication
and media studies (see Seidl et al., 2016).
Bahr et al. (2021, 2022) similarly warned that
the structural insecurity and overwork experi-
enced by early-career scholars suppress inno-
vation, as researchers are forced to conform
to mainstream, fundable topics. These pres-
sures make the academic path increasingly
unattractive and contribute to the selective
exit of highly qualified individuals who might
otherwise enrich the academic system (see
Khan, 2021).

Against this background, it is crucial
to gather empirical evidence regarding the
working conditions, perceived career per-
spectives, and job satisfaction of early-career
communication scholars, as these factors
directly affect the sustainability and excel-
lence of academic research. Institutions and
funders must understand and address these
perceptions to enhance retention and devel-
op more effective support structures (Bahr
et al., 2022). Applying Herzberg’s two-fac-
tor theory of job satisfaction (Herzberg et
al., 1959) and social cognitive career theory
(Lentetal., 1994), we explore (1) the working
conditions of early-career scholars at Swiss
higher education institutions, (2) factors
influencing job (dis)satisfaction, (3) career
perspectives, (4) gender differences, and
(5) potential improvements and responsible
actors. Byunderstanding the experiences and
perspectives of early-career communication
scholars, our study seeks to help universi-
ties, policymakers, and funding bodies, such
as the SNSF, develop more sustainable and
attractive academic career pathways and to
demonstrate how departments and senior
staff can contribute to improving the situation
of early-career scholars.

2 Literature review

2.1 Working conditions of early-career
scholars in Switzerland

The academic working conditions in Switzer-
land are shaped by national labor market in-
stitutions that affect early careers' job satisfac-
tion and its drivers. Switzerland’s multilingual
and federalist political system, often de-
scribed as a “consensus democracy,” creates
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a distinct academic environment (Linder &
Miiller, 2021; Staatssekretariat fiir Bildung,
Forschung und Innovation [SBFI], 2018). The
country is wealthy, offers high living stand-
ards and salaries, and maintains an advanced
research infrastructure that attracts interna-
tional academics (Nokkala et al., 2020; Organ-
isation for Economic Co-operation and De-
velopment [OECD], 2021; SBFI, 2018). In
Switzerland, doctoral degrees are awarded
exclusively by cantonal universities and fed-
eral institutes of technology, whereas other
higher education institutions provide bache-
lor’s and master’s education but are not per-
mitted to confer doctorates. Doctoral students
usually hold nonpermanent - but compara-
tively well-paid - contracts that combine re-
search and teaching. The system is highly in-
ternationalized, withlarge shares of non-Swiss
staffand students (Nokkala et al., 2020; OECD,
2021). Swiss universities perform strongly in
global rankings and have a significant scien-
tific impact, and national policies aim to sus-
tain this position (Nokkala et al., 2020). De-
spite this strength, about 87% of early-career
academics work on temporary contracts,
leading to criticism of precarious employ-
ment (BSF, 2024; OECD, 2021; Ryffel et al.,
2022). Most positions below the rank of full
professor are temporary. Careers usually be-
gin with a four- or five-year doctoral contract,
followed by postdoctoral or senior research
and teaching roles; assistant professorships
are available but less common (SAGW, n.d.).
Contract durations vary across institutions
and funders, and some scientific employees,
especially at universities of applied sciences,
hold longer or permanent contracts. Switzer-
land has traditionally been characterized as a
“male-breadwinner” country (Wise & Zang-
ger, 2017). Statutory paid parental leave is lim-
ited, and childcare provision varies between
cantons, offering relatively little structural
support for mothers’ full-time academic em-
ployment compared to several other Europe-
an countries (Nokkala et al., 2020).

Research on the working conditions
of early-career communication scholars in
Switzerland remains limited, and existing
insights stem only from broader studies of
German-speaking countries (Switzerland,
Germany, and Austria). The most recent
study showed that more than half of the re-

spondents had a full-time contract (Rihl etal.,
2024). Earlier studies showed similar condi-
tions for doctoral students (Wirth et al., 2005)
and slightly better conditions for postdoctoral
researchers (Wirth et al., 2008). One-third of
researchers across all scientific disciplines
in Germany are employed part-time (Kon-
sortium Bundesbericht Wissenschaftlicher
Nachwuchs, 2021), while 42% of early-ca-
reer communication scholars have part-time
contracts (Rihl et al., 2024). Moreover, most
early-career communication researchers in
Germany (85%) hold nonpermanent con-
tracts for approximately three years (Rihl et
al., 2024). Nonpermanent employment is
problematic as it increases employees’ fu-
ture anxiety, which can lower job satisfaction
(Holderberg, 2020).

In addition to short-term contracts, work
overload remains a concern and has clear
implications for job satisfaction. Early-career
communication scholars in German-speak-
ing countries were found to exceed the
29 contractual working hours per week by
about 10 hours on average (German Com-
munication Research Association [DGPuK],
2018); more recent findings indicate that
they exceed the contractual working hours by
five working hours (Rihl et al., 2024). Earli-
er studies reported weekly workloads of 41-
56 hours, with postdocs working more than
doctoral students, and the largest discrepan-
cy between contracted and actual hours was
found among doctoral candidates (Engesser
& Magin, 2014). Although overtime appears to
have decreased somewhat, it persists and may
continue to undermine early-career commu-
nication scholars’ job satisfaction.

2.2 Job satisfaction through the lens

of Herzberg's two-factor theory
Job satisfaction, commonly defined as a posi-
tive emotional state resulting from the ap-
praisal of one’s job or job experiences (Locke,
1976), is critical to shaping professional com-
mitment, performance, and well-being. For
early-career scholars, job satisfaction is espe-
cially relevant as it influences both their deci-
sion to remain in academia and their long-
term career development (Engesser & Magin,
2014).

To better understand the drivers of job
satisfaction and dissatisfaction among ear-
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ly-career academics, we apply Herzberg'’s
two-factor theory (Herzberg et al., 1959),
which distinguishes between motivators and
hygiene factors. Motivators are intrinsic to the
work itself and include factors such as
achievement, recognition, responsibility, the
nature of the work, and opportunities for
growth and advancement. These elements
generate positive attitudes toward work when
fulfilled. In contrast, hygiene factors pertain
to the job context, including salary, job secu-
rity, working conditions, interpersonal rela-
tionships, and work-life balance. While these
factors do not inherently motivate, their ab-
sence can lead to dissatisfaction (Herzberg et
al., 1959).

Studies in the German-speaking aca-
demic context show mixed levels of job satis-
faction among early-career scholars. Recent
findings suggest a moderate overall level of
job satisfaction (Rihl et al., 2024). Some ear-
lier research showed mean values slightly
above neither being satisfied nor unsatisfied
(DGPuK, 2018), while other early research
indicated that early-career researchers were
rather satisfied (Engesser & Magin, 2014;
Wirth et al., 2008). The factors most frequent-
ly associated with job satisfaction encompass
both Herzberg’s motivators and hygiene fac-
tors. Early-career scholars reported being
particularly satisfied with the motivators and
intrinsic elements of their academic work,
most notably autonomy, freedom of choice
regarding research topics, and exchange with
colleagues about the scope of their work (DG-
PuK, 2018; Rihl et al., 2024). In addition, hy-
giene factors were identified as aspects that
early-career scholars are satisfied with; these
factors include good relationships with col-
leagues and the supervisor, flexible working
hours, atmosphere at work, and social recog-
nition from supervisor, peers, and the broader
academic community (DGPuK, 2018; Rihl et
al., 2024; Wirth et al., 2008).

Regarding dissatisfaction, previous stud-
ies have identified aspects that align with
Herzberg et al’s (1959) theory as hygiene. Re-
cent research has identified departmental
and university regulations as key sources of
dissatisfaction among early-career scholars
(Rihl et al., 2024). Earlier studies reported
light to moderate dissatisfaction with income,
workload, participation opportunities, career

prospects, work-life balance, and job security
(Wirth et al., 2008), with slight improvements
later observed for workload, salary, and ca-
reer development (DGPuK, 2018). Although
all these studies focused on early-career com-
munication scholars in German-speaking
countries, the varying factors examined limit
comparability. Insufficient hygiene factors
can also affect physical and mental health:
One in five participants reported negative
health consequences related to work (DG-
PukK, 2018), with stress commonly linked to
publication pressure, job insecurity, and hier-
archical structures (GfM, 2017).

Job satisfaction among early-career aca-
demics is also a widely researched topic inter-
nationally, and both common challenges and
contextual differences have been revealed.
An international comparison of 12 countries
revealed moderate overall job satisfaction
among academics at all career stages (Bent-
ley etal., 2013). Other research demonstrated
that early-career scholars across disciplines
and countries face a complex landscape
marked by job insecurity (e.g., Civera et al.,
2024; Teichler & Schomburg, 2008), and
many early-career scholars consider leaving
academia due to dissatisfaction with their
job, although some remain optimistic about
future opportunities in both academic and
nonacademic sectors (Hnéatkov4 et al., 2022).
For communication scholars worldwide,
Hanitzsch et al’s (2024) study found moder-
ate overall job satisfaction. Importantly, there
were no significant differences in job satisfac-
tion by career stage, employment condition,
or gender (Hanitzsch etal., 2024). In contrast,
Castellacci and Vinas-Bardolet (2021) found
that academics with permanent contracts in
European countries were generally more sat-
istied with their jobs than those with nonper-
manent contracts.

Hanitzsch et al. (2024) further showed
that the highest satisfaction among commu-
nication scholars was most strongly associat-
ed with the meaningfulness of academic work
and a personal sense of accomplishment. In
contrast, organizational leadership and man-
agement, followed by career advancement
opportunities, workload, and the compatibili-
ty of their jobs with ongoingjob searches, were
most weakly associated with job satisfaction
(Hanitzsch etal., 2024 ). Finally, mental health
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issues related to job satisfaction were found
to be significantly higher among early-career
communication scholars than among mid-
career and late-career scholars. Notably, 70%
ofthose on temporary contracts reported such
issues, compared to 56 % with permanent po-
sitions (Hanitzsch et al., 2024). Key occupa-
tional stressors include publication pressure
and uncertainty about future career prospects,
which contribute to widespread mental health
issues among communication scholars.

2.3 Perceived career perspectives

of early-career scholars
Career development among early-career
scholars is closely intertwined with job satis-
faction and can be understood through the
lens of social cognitive career theory (SCCT;
Lent et al., 1994). According to SCCT, career
trajectories are shaped by the dynamic inter-
action of self-efficacy beliefs, outcome expec-
tations, and personal goals, all of which can be
influenced by the broader work environment.
Applied to academia, this means that confi-
dence in one’s research and teaching abilities
(self-efficacy), belief in eventually securing a
professorship or another permanent (senior)
position (outcome expectations), and intrin-
sic motivation to pursue academic goals (per-
sonal goals) must align with a supportive en-
vironment to sustain commitment to an
academic career.

International research on early-career
scholars highlights the central roles of self-
efficacy beliefs, outcome expectations, and
personal goals in shaping career perspectives
(e.g., Mason & Merga, 2022). Research indi-
cates that hands-on engagement, feedback,
and opportunities to observe peers are cru-
cial for developing self-efficacy. Early-career
scholars often feel more confident commu-
nicating within academic circles than with
broader audiences, and barriers such asalack
of training and encouragement and fear of
negative feedback can hinder their self-belief
and engagement outside academia (Mason
& Merga, 2022). Participation in teaching de-
velopment programs and professional learn-
ing activities has been found to significantly
strengthen teaching self-efficacy among
early-career academics, with experience, sup-
port from colleagues, and self-reflection also
playing importantroles (Connoly etal., 2018).

Outcome expectations among early-ca-
reer scholars in Switzerland and other Ger-
man-speaking countries have been found to
shift as they progress through the academic
pipeline. Among Swiss postdoctoral research-
ers who applied for the SNSF career funding
scheme, the percentage of those aspiring to
a professorship dropped from 76% to 52%
within four years of starting their postdoctoral
project (Benz etal., 2024 ). In communication
science, the perceived likelihood of attaining
a professorship similarly declined: In 2005,
14% of early-career scholars viewed their
chances as (very) good, compared to just
3% in 2014 (Engesser & Magin, 2014; Wirth
etal., 2005). These perceptions, although not
always accurate, reflect a growing pessimism
about academic career prospects among
early-career scholars, particularly doctoral
students, who report lower perceived chanc-
es than postdoctoral scholars (Engesser &
Magin, 2014). This disparity may partly be
explained by the greater number of doctoral
students competing for academic positions
than postdocs (Engesser & Magin, 2014), re-
inforcing the idea that perceived opportunity
significantly influences career commitment.
At the same time, the lower intention among
doctoral students to pursue an academic ca-
reer can be seen as a natural outcome, giv-
en that doctoral study is often pursued with
diverse career goals in mind, including goals
outside academia.

When it comes to personal goals, prior
research suggests that early-career schol-
ars in Switzerland, particularly postdoctoral
researchers, often have strong intrinsic mo-
tivation and a commitment to research and
remain in academia (Benz et al., 2024). Re-
search outside German-speaking countries
also indicates that early-career scholars are
generally driven by strong intrinsic motiva-
tions, such as a passion for research, intel-
lectual curiosity, and a commitment to con-
tributing to knowledge (Bland et al., 2005;
Woolston, 2019). However, these motivations
often coexist with growing concerns about
career prospects and external challenges
(European Commission, 2016; Mason et al.,
2013). Such concerns are often linked to the
oversupply of doctoral graduates relative to
available positions, creating a competitive
and uncertain job market (Woolston, 2019).



82 Marschlich et al. / Studies in Communication Sciences 26.2 (2026), pp. 77-99

2.4 Gender differences in early-career
scholars’ work experiences and job
satisfaction

The academic system continues to struggle
with structural gender disparities. While the
overall proportion of women in academia has
increased in recent decades, studies show
adeclinein female representation as academ-
ic careers progress, a phenomenon widely
known as the “leaky pipeline” (Hizli et al.,
2023). This trend is also evident in communi-
cation science (Rihl et al., 2024). Although
women outnumber men at the student and
early-career levels, they remain underrepre-
sented in senior academic positions. As of
2019, one-third of communication science
professors in Germany were female, and the
higher the professorial rank, the more it was
held by males (Prommer & Riesmeyer, 2020).
Examining gender differences in job satisfac-
tion and career perspectives is crucial to un-
derstanding the reproduction of inequality in
academic careers. This lens also helps us in-
terpret why women might be more likely to
consider leaving academia, driven not by
alack of intrinsic motivation (a key motivator
in Herzberg et al’s [1959] terms) but by dissat-
isfaction with the external conditions that
hinder equal participation and progression.

Gender differences in work experienc-
es and job satisfaction are best explained
by a combination of gendered expectations
(Clark, 1997), work orientations (Webber
& Rogers, 2018), structural factors (Hauret
& Williams, 2017), and social roles (Mason,
1995), highlighting the importance of both
individual attitudes and broader workplace
and societal contexts in shaping job satisfac-
tion across genders. Gendered expectations
and work orientations are reflected in the
fact that women more often enter academic
careers for extrinsic reasons, publish slight-
ly less, and spend less time on career-related
activities than men, as research among com-
munication scholars in Germany has shown
(Prommer et al., 2006). Across disciplines, re-
search in Switzerland has shown that women
tend to assess their ability to meet academic
demands more unfavorably than their male
colleagues do (Benz et al., 2024).

Studies outside German-speaking re-
gions have revealed that institutional cultures
and social expectations significantly contrib-
ute to these gendered experiences (Hauret &

Williams, 2017; Webber & Rogers, 2018). For
example, implicit biases and gendered ex-
pectations about productivity and availability
can undermine women'’s career development
and satisfaction (Clark, 1997; Mason, 1995).
Likewise, Hanitzsch et al. (2024) found no-
table gender differences in the experience of
occupational stressors among communica-
tion scholars worldwide across career stages.
Women reported higher levels of stress than
men, including stress related to publication
pressure, future career prospects, financial
well-being, academic reputation, and their
ability to compete for work. Interestingly, the
study found no significant gender differences
in overall job satisfaction.

Structural factors contribute further to
these disparities. Women in academia of-
ten face structural barriers, including lower
pay, less job security, and shorter contract
durations compared to their male peers
(European Commission, 2016; Mason et al.,
2013). These challenges are compounded by
difficulties accessing mentoring and profes-
sional networks, which are critical for career
progression (Bird, 2011; Woolston, 2019). Fi-
nally, social roles play a key part in shaping
work experiences, as well as work-life balance
and stress. Women report greater struggles in
balancing work and family responsibilities,
leading to perceptions of poorer work-life
balance and increased career-related stress,
as international research has found within
communication science (Hanitzsch et al.,
2024) and across various disciplines (Evans
et al., 2018). With regard to Switzerland, re-
search has found that women are more likely
to reduce their time commitment when they
have children and reporta drop in publication
productivity, while men largely maintain their
work intensity (Liithi et al., 2021).

2.5 Research aims and questions

Due to demographic changes and the associ-
ated labor market shortage, it can be expected
thatrecruiting qualified young academics will
become a major challenge for higher educa-
tion institutions (see Bockelmann et al.,
2013). For thesereasons, itis important to gain
deeper, up-to-date insights into the profes-
sional situations of early-career communica-
tion scholars in Switzerland and to uncover
and discuss relevant topics and expectations.
Based on previous findings regarding early-
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career scholars in general and early-career
communication scholars in particular, five
main research questions (RQs) were derived:

> RQl: How do early-career communica-
tion scholars in Switzerland perceive their
current working conditions?

> RQ2: Howsatisfied are early-career schol-
ars with their jobs, and what drives their
job satisfaction and dissatisfaction?

> RQ3: How do early-career communica-
tion scholars perceive their future career
perspectives?

> RQ4: Do the perceived working condi-
tions and job satisfaction differ between
female and male early-career scholars?

> RQ5: What are early-career scholars’ sug-
gestions to improve their working situa-
tions, and who do they view as responsible
for solving the issues related to the working
situations?

3 Method

3.1 Research design and procedure

A mixed-methods design was applied to gain
deeper insights into the perceptions of early-
career communication scholars, combining
qualitative focus group discussions and
a quantitative online survey administered to
early-career communication scholars at Swiss
higher education institutions. The focus
groups aimed to provide in-depth insights
into participants’ experiences and help iden-
tify key themes to answer the RQs. To assess
the broader relevance and distribution of the
identified themes, a subsequent quantitative
survey was conducted. While this approach
sought to complement the qualitative find-
ings with more generalizable data, the final
sample size of the survey was smaller than
expected, making robust statistical testing dif-
ficult, which is a major limitation of the sur-
vey. Nevertheless, the survey offers useful
descriptive insights that allow us to extend the
qualitative results.

3.2 Focus group discussions

3.2.1Sample

A list of all early-career scholars employed in
communication (and media) science depart-
ments at Swiss higher education institutions

(N=320) was compiled. The list was based on
publicly available information, i.e., websites
of the departments /higher education insti-
tutions. The inclusion criteria were as follows:
1) employed at a Swiss higher education in-
stitutions (see Online Material), 2) employed
at a department with a partial or full research
focus on communication and/or media stud-
ies, 3) involved in research and/or teaching
at the department, and 4) not employed as
an associate or full professor. The identified
scholars were contacted via email in English,
German, and French, provided with informa-
tion on the study, and invited to participate in
the focus group discussion. A total of 27 indi-
viduals expressed interest; however, five peo-
ple dropped out during the scheduling pro-
cess due to scheduling conflicts, short-notice
illness, or personal reasons.

The final sample comprised 22 early-
career communication scholars. Thirteen
participants identified as female (59%) and
nine as male (41%). Seven (five females, two
males) participants were postdocs, and 15
(eight females, seven males) were doctoral
students. The participants were affiliated with
five different communication science depart-
ments across three language regions (Univer-
sitdt Bern, Université de Fribourg, Universita
della SvizzeraItaliana, Universitat Ziirich, and
Ziircher Hochschule fiir Angewandte Wis-
senschaften). Two participants (9%) were
employed at a university of applied sciences,
while the rest were employed at research uni-
versities. Each focus group consisted of two to
four participants. When forming the groups,
we aimed for homogeneity in career level.
Four groups comprised doctoral students,
one included postdoctoral scholars, and one
was mixed due to an insufficient number of
participants to form separate groups.

3.2.2 Procedure

Before the interviews started, digital informed
consent was given. The focus group discus-
sions followed an inductively developed in-
terview guide (see the online supplementary
material on OSF).® The guide was pretested
with five scientists with expertise in the Swiss
higher education system. The interview guide
consisted of four blocks: 1) personal goals

3 Available at: https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.
10/4TG9Y
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and motivations, 2) perceptions of their
working conditions and of the depiction of
early-career scholars’ working conditions in
the public, 3) possible improvements to the
current working conditions and the respon-
sibility of different actors to act on them, and
4) career perspectives. To obtain as much in-
formation as possible, the questions were for-
mulated as open-ended. For the second block,
participants received two texts discussing the
working conditions of early-career scholars to
inspire the discussion. One text was a news
article from SRF (Bonanomi, 2021), and the
other was an opinion piece published by the
SAGW (Nauer, 2021).

Two trained student research assistants
led the focus group discussions between No-
vember 2021 and January 2022. Two of the
discussions were held in English, and four
were held in German. The interviews were
conducted via Zoom to comply with health
policy measures during the COVID-19 pan-
demic and to lower participation barriers. All
discussions were recorded, transcribed, and
anonymized. During the anonymization, gen-
der and position (doctoral candidate “doc”
and postdoc) information was retained. The
interviews lasted between 60 and 80 minutes.

3.2.3 Data analysis

Based on the transcripts, we conducted
a qualitative content analysis using MAXQ-
DA. Following Mayring (2014 ), we deductive-
ly derived main categories from the research
questions and the interview guide. Then, we
created new categories and subcategories
inductively from the transcripts of the focus
group discussions. The categories were re-
dacted and applied to the coding material.
In this way, categories derived from previous
research could be included, and new (sub)
categories derived inductively could be added
(see online material on OSF).

3.3 Quantitative online survey

An online survey of early-career communica-
tion scholars in Switzerland was used in ad-
dition to the focus groups to answer our RQs.
In the survey, which took place in July and
August 2022, early career scholars were asked
about their perceptions and evaluation of their
current working situation, future career per-
spectives, (dis)satisfaction with their work,
and experiences with gender differences.

3.3.1 Sample

Drawing on publicly available information
and the current list of SACM early-career
members, the list of early-career communi-
cation scholars in Switzerland that we created
for the focus group recruitment was updat-
ed. A total of 336 early-career scholars were
contacted via email in English, German, and
French, and the survey was promoted among
members in the SACM newsletter. Sixty peo-
ple participated in the survey (response rate:
19%). After data cleansing (e.g., excluding
those who were not early-career scholars,
those who quit after the sociodemographic
questions, and those with too many missing
values), a sample of 41 participants remained,
i.e., the final response rate was 13%. The low
response rate and potential selection bias
strongly limit the generalizability of the find-
ings and should be considered when inter-
preting them.

Of the final sample, 68% identified as fe-
male, 28% as male, and 2% as diverse.* Par-
ticipants were between 24 and 60 years old
(M=32.88, SD=6.97), and they were doctor-
al students (61%), postdoctoral researchers
(24%), and lecturers with doctoral degrees
(7%). One participant (2%) was an assistant
professor on a tenure-track, one participant
(2% ) held a position as a scientific employee/
researcher without qualification purposes,
and one participant responded with “other”
(2%). Compared to the contacted population
(see Table SM1), doctoral students were over-
represented, while lecturers and scientific
employees were underrepresented.

Most participants were employed at a re-
search university (78%), and 22% were em-
ployed at universities of applied sciences.
Eighty percent worked in the German-speak-
ing part of Switzerland, while 20% worked in
the French-speaking part. Despite the recruit-
ment effort, no early-career researchers from
the Italian-speaking part of the country partic-
ipated. Compared to the contacted population
(see Table SM1), participants from the Ger-
man- and French-speaking parts were slightly
overrepresented, while no participants from
the Italian-speaking region took part, despite
making up 15% of the contacted group.

4 Due to rounding to whole percentages, the sum
ofthereported proportions maynotequal 100 %.
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Most participants were born in Swit-
zerland (51%, N=21), followed by Germany
(32%, N=13). Other countries of birth in-
cluded Denmark, France, Argentina, Russia,
Ukraine, and the USA, each represented by
one to two individuals. Information on the
country in which respondents obtained their
PhD was available for 14 individuals. Of those,
half (N=7) received their doctorate in Swit-
zerland, while the rest earned their degree in
Germany (N=4), the Netherlands (N=2), or
the USA (N=1).

3.3.2 Procedure and measurements
At the beginning of the survey, the partici-
pants received study information and provid-
ed informed consent. Participants were given
adefinition of the targeted population: schol-
ars at Swiss higher education institutions in
the field of communication and media scienc-
es who are not employed in a full or associate
professorship. If they could not identify them-
selves with this description, they were
screened out. They were then asked to provide
sociodemographics, followed by questions
about their job situation, working conditions,
(dis)satisfaction, work-life balance, reasons
for working in academia, and career goals.
The measurements were developed
based on existing research and the findings of
the qualitative focus groups and, the items
were presented in a randomized order. The
items are included in the main text or in the
figures of our results section. The anonymized
data and material are openly available on
OSF.® Participants could choose their pre-
ferredlanguage (English, German, or French).
Unless otherwise mentioned, all items were
assessed on a 5-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (e.g., “strongly disagree”) to 5 (e.g.,
“strongly agree”).

4 Results

We integrated the results of the qualitative and
quantitative studies to answer the five re-
search questions about early-career commu-
nication scholars’ perceptions of their working
conditions (RQ1), their satisfaction and dis-
satisfaction with work (RQ2), their perceived

5 Available at: https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.
10/4TG9Y

career perspectives (RQ3), gender differences
in perceptions (RQ4), and their suggestions to
improve their working situations (RQ5).

4.1 RQIl: Working conditions

of early-career scholars
In the following section, we present key de-
scriptive statistics from the survey to describe
the working conditions of early-career com-
munication scholars in Switzerland. Some of
these descriptive statistics are complemented
by insights from the focus groups. On average,
the early-career scholars had a part-time con-
tract covering 79% (SD=17.65). On average,
respondents had 32 contracted weekly work-
ing hours (SD=7.52). However, on average,
they indicated working 10 additional hours
each week (M =10.28, SD=9.35). 11% indicat-
ed working the contracted time and 14%
working an additional 20 hours on top of the
contracted time per week.

Eighty-three percent (N=34) of the par-
ticipants reported having a nonpermanent
contract, with an average contract duration of
42 months (SD=20.34).17% (N=7) indicated
that they had a permanent contract. Among
doctoral students who reported their con-
tract status, 88% (N=22) indicated being em-
ployed on nonpermanent contracts. Similar-
ly, 75% (N=12) of the respondents who held
adoctoral degree or were in positions that did
notrequire one also reported being employed
on nonpermanent contracts. For those par-
ticipants with nonpermanent contracts, 29%
(N=10) were promised a contract extension,
and 9% (N=3) were offered a conversion
to a permanent position. For 29% (N=10),
a contract extension was not promised. For
21% (N=7), prolongation was impossible be-
cause the maximum time was reached (i.e.,
qualification). For 6% (N=2), prolongation of
the nonpermanent contract was not desired.

In the focus groups, two themes emerged
when discussing the perceptions and assess-
ments of early-career scholars regarding their
work conditions: work-life balance and family
planning and childcare. The focus group dis-
cussions revealed several subthemes related
to work-life balance. First, working outside of
“normal” hours was frequently mentioned.

You know how much everyone else is working,
and you don’t know when it’s enough to stop
working, and you do not have to work on the
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weekends anymore. So, Iwould like to have a free
weekend, butwhenIsee that eighty percent of my
colleagues are online on [Microsoft] Teams, and
I can see that, then I just don’t take the weekend
off. (P2, doc, female)

Some participants mentioned thatthey donot
take holidays because of the high workload
and perceived pressure to work: “In the last
two years, I've had maybe 20 free weekends,
and even then, it was more like a day or so.
Otherwise, I've always worked through, and
this year, Thaven'thad any vacation atall” (P6,
doc, female). Moreover, the focus group par-
ticipants stated that balancing an academic
career with relationships and friendships is
amajor challenge.

Iwould say that the challenges of flexibility or mo-
bility [are] not only limited to partners but also
to friends. I am regularly disappointed that I live
far away from home. [...] If I go back [to my home
country], I'll always have to decide where I go. Do
I visit my family? Do I visit my friends? [...] Some-
times, I think it would be good to move back to
where I studied because many of my friends still
live there. (P54, doc, male)

Related to that, many scholars noted that their
private lives suffer from their demanding work
schedules, leaving them with little time for
family, friendships, or personal pursuits.

Figure 1:

I can easily choose to do 17% 249
some of my work at home

I'have many choices over when 10% 34
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When it comes to caring for children or
family members and starting a family, par-
ticipants were very critical and described
having children as a “major disadvantage”
because they would always be compared to
colleagues without children, for example, by
their colleagues or superiors. They adapt to
this by lowering their expectations of them-
selves, believing it is impossible to perform
as well as their colleagues without children.
Participants who wanted to have children ex-
pressed negative views about the conditions
in Switzerland. However, they did not dare to
take more time off, even ifthey could, because
they would then “fall out of the publication
flow too quickly.”

To gain further insights into work-life bal-
ance, which emerged as a major theme in the
focus groups, we asked early-career commu-
nication scholars about this topicin the survey
(Figure 1). The respondents strongly agreed
that they can work flexibly and decide for
themselves when to start and/or finish their
work. As Figure 1 illustrates, this agreement
was similar among most of the participants.
However, they also somewhat agreed that they
are regularly occupied with work in their free
time and often have little or no free time.

Work overload and its impact on mental
health emerged as another key theme in the
focus group discussions. Focus group partici-
pants expressed concerns about the workload

Perceived work-life balance of early-career communication scholars
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Note: Question: To what extent do you agree with the following statements? Please indicate your answers on a scale from “strongly

disagree” to “strongly agree”. N=41.
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and the pressure to take on additional tasks.
Participants associated the constant strain
with psychological and physical complaints.
Common experiences discussed among the
respondents were feelings of time pressure
and perceived expectations to work beyond
their contractual obligations. Unpaid over-
time, particularly during evenings and week-
ends, was also widely discussed, with many
noting that such efforts often go unnoticed
and uncompensated. Most focus group par-
ticipants indicated that exceeding their offi-
cialworking hours had become the norm. No-
tably, some expressed feelings of guilt: “Ikind
offeelbad whenIdo notregularlywork during
the weekend” (P17, postdoc, female).

To gain more specific insights into how
early-career scholars perceive work overload
and mental health issues, we asked survey
participants to rate the frequency with which
they experience these issues (1=veryrarely or
never; 5=very frequently or always). Figure 2
shows how early-career scholars perceive
their workload and mental health issues.

4.2 RQ2: (Dis)satisfaction with work
among early-career scholars
(Dis)satisfaction with work was discussed in
the focus groups, and the discussionsrevealed
several themes, subthemes, and drivers relat-
ed to job (dis)satisfaction. Subsequently, we
asked survey participants to assess their job

Figure 2:

| feel a high level of stress due to my work 15% 38%

My work does affect my physical health I 15% 24%

| feel overloaded by my work 6% 4%

My work has a negative impact I 21%

on my mental health

0 25

| feel frustrated by my work

satisfaction and the various drivers of (dis)
satisfaction identified in the focus groups.

4.2.1 Drivers of job satisfaction
A central theme contributing to job satisfac-
tion was the ability to pursue personal interests
through academic work. Scholars have em-
phasized intrinsic motivation, which includes
having ample time to follow one’s own ques-
tions and intellectual passions. Another im-
portant factor is the field’s breadth. The op-
portunity to explore a wide range of topics
within communication and media studies,
including related areas, enriches the work ex-
perience. Moreover, the variety of tasks within
academicroles adds to these jobs’ appeal. Un-
derlying many of these factors is the percep-
tion that the work of early-career communica-
tion scholars holds societal relevance. The
belief that their scholarly contributions mat-
ter beyond academia enhances motivation
and satisfaction. Autonomy also emerged as
a key theme. The ability to choose research
questions and design one’s own projects is re-
garded as empowering and satisfying. Flexi-
bility, particularly in time management, fur-
ther enhances this autonomy, enabling
early-career scholars to balance professional
and personal demands better than in many
other professions.

While intrinsic motivators are para-
mount, financial security was also mentioned

Perceptions of workload and mental health among early-career scholars
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Note: Question: How often do you feel the following statements are true? Please indicate your answers on a scale from 1 “very rarely or

never” to 5 “very frequently or always.” N=34.



88 Marschlich et al. / Studies in Communication Sciences 26.2 (2026), pp. 77-99

as relevant. Participants stated that stable
remuneration, including support for confer-
ence attendance and training, enhances their
satisfaction. The job position and contractual
stability also play a role. Having a more per-
manent contract provides a sense of security
that positively influences satisfaction.
Finally, participants highlighted social
factorsthat contribute to their job satisfaction.
Participants appreciated social interaction
and collaboration, whether through working
in research groups or engaging with a com-
munity. Strong team dynamics and supportive
leadership were also emphasized. Feeling part
of a team that offers practical, educational,
and psychological support creates a positive
work environment. Interaction with students
also contributes to job satisfaction, as the
focus groups showed. Positive feedback and
a sense of contributing to their learning were
frequently mentioned as rewarding aspects.

4.2.2 Drivers of job dissatisfaction

In addition to drivers of job satisfaction, sev-
eral factors contributing to job dissatisfaction
were identified in the focus groups. A promi-
nent issue was the uncertainty and instability
surrounding both professional and personal
life, largely due to nonpermanent contracts
and unclear career prospects. The lack of
a long-term perspective would make future
planning difficult and contribute to stress.
Postdoctoral researchers in particular stated
that nonpermanent contracts would increase
competitiveness, and that the perceived pres-
sure would restrict their long-term planning,
encourage unpaid overtime, and lead to in-
voluntary mobility. This was described as
a burden disrupting personal lives and rela-
tionships:

This forced mobility, I mean, we are expected
to go somewhere else for our postdoc and then
spend another two months in New York. This is
only possible if you force your partner to sacrifice
their life unconditionally. [...] Perhaps it [the mo-
bility] has its reasons, but for my personal satis-
faction, it massively restricts it. (P22, doc, female)

Publication pressure was another central
theme, with focus group participants de-
scribing constant pressure to publish, which
often diminished their satisfaction. Publica-
tion pressure also affects research quality: “To

really have a great research contribution, you
need more time and also the freedom to get
to one conclusive result without having the
concern to publish two or three papers per
year” (P20, postdoc, male). Related to that,
participants voiced criticism of the academic
work culture, which was often perceived as
unhealthy and demotivating. The pressure to
overwork was similarly widespread among
the respondents and was closely tied to un-
paid overtime and inadequate compensation,
which were also named as major sources of
dissatisfaction.

Excessive workloads and performance
pressure, as well as the fear of taking sick leave,
were often mentioned alongside consistent-
ly high levels of stress, which was discussed
as a major factor in job dissatisfcation. The
downside of flexible working hours, i.e., the
blurring of the boundary between work and
personal time, was also mentioned. A com-
petitive environment further contributes to
job dissatisfaction, with participants noting
that limited career opportunities and inter-
nal competition lead to comparison and in-
security. Many described a feeling of a lack
of perspective, as the path to a professorship
was uncertain and narrow - and not always
aligned with their motivations.

Moreover, social factors, including poor
or toxic relationships with supervisors and
a lack of appreciation, were mentioned as
drivers of dissatisfaction. A poor relationship
among doctoral students, for instance, was re-
lated to a lack of exchange. Likewise, a strong
sense of dependence on senior academics for
career development was seen as a source of
frustration and vulnerability. This was fueled
by the perception that career advancement
generally depended more on personal con-
nections than on merit or academic quality,
further undermining trust in the system. In
addition to extrinsic factors, participants also
mentioned intrinsic factors and questioned
the impact of their work.

In the survey, we asked participants how
satisfied they were with their work in gen-
eral and with the aspects found in the focus
groups. Overall, while most participants were
(rather) satisfied (61% ) with their jobs, a sub-
stantial proportion were (rather) dissatisfied
(29%), and 10% were undecided. Figure 3
shows their agreement with the identified
drivers of (dis)satisfaction at work.
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Figure 3: Satisfaction and dissatisfaction with several work-related aspects among early-career

scholars
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Note: Question: How satisfied are you with the following aspects of your work in your current position? Please indicate your response on

a scale from 1="very dissatisfied" to 5="very satisfied.” N=32.

4.3 RQ3: Career perspectives

of early-career scholars
Early-career scholars’ career perspectives
were covered in the focus group and the sur-
vey. In the focus groups, several participants
stated that they wanted to stay in academia
and continue researching and teaching but
that the position they have in mind does not
need to be a professorship. In line with that, in
the survey, we found that 66 % of participants
(very) strongly aspire to an academic career,
while 10% partly, 15% rather weakly, and 10%
do not aspire to one.

Many participants in the focus groups
stated that they saw no alternative career goals
beyond professorships. As professorships are
scarce in Switzerland (and beyond, particu-
larly in German-speaking countries), sever-
al participants reported feeling pressured to
work even harder.

To me, this career focuses very strongly on be-
coming a professor. It seems as if this is the only
model of success, and there is only one way. There
are very few alternative models. And this causes

uncertainty because it’s a one-way street - a very
narrow one-way street. (P9, postdoc, male)

When we asked survey participants about
their future career prospects in academia, 3%
rated their chances as (rather) high, 20% as
partly high, and 46 % as (very) low. In line with
that, 46% (very) often worry about their future
career, 54% partly/seldomly worry, and no-
body indicated never worrying about their
future career.

During the focus group discussions,
participants mentioned numerous reasons
that led them to pursue an academic career
as communication scholars and highlighted
several positive aspects of working in aca-
demia, such as the wide variety of tasks they
do, the scientific and social exchange with
interesting colleagues, and their high level of
involvement in the topics they research. Fur-
thermore, some participants appreciated the
high level of independence in terms of what
they do and when they do it. Some also appre-
ciated the international orientation and rec-
ognition associated with an academic career.
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Note: Question: How strongly did the following aspects affect your decision to pursue an academic career in Switzerland? Please indicate
your answers on a scale from “did not affect my decision at all” to "affected my decision very much”. N=39.

Based on these qualitative findings, we
asked the survey participants to rate sever-
al reasons for pursuing an academic career.
Generally, the identified reasons for pursuing
an academic career were confirmed (Fig-
ure 4), with interest in communication science
as the most important factor, followed by the
opportunity to critically engage with scientif-
ic topics, the variety of tasks and topics, and
the exchange within the community. Neither
social recognition of academics nor salary
contributed to pursuing an academic career.

Subsequently, the survey respondents
were asked to what extent some aspects de-
rived from the focus groups represent rea-
sons for them to avoid an academic career
(Figure 5). The most relevant factors were
nonpermanent contracts and the difficulty
of planning their future. Less important were
expected mobility and pressure to publish.
Participants showed greater disagreement
regarding expected mobility and pressure to
publish.

4.4 RQ 4: Gender-specific findings in

early-career scholars’ perceptions

of their work
In the focus groups, several female partici-
pants mentioned that early-career female
scholars are (still) disadvantaged compared
to their male colleagues and that parents are
disadvantaged compared to childless col-
leagues. Therefore, some focus group partici-
pants reported carefully considering whether
they wanted to start a family or continue their
career. Most agreed that it seems almost im-
possible to combine both. While it was noted
that fathers face disadvantages in this regard
aswell, itwas often agreed that mothers suffer
more because parental leave is rarely consid-
ered in Swiss academia when evaluating job
performance.

If you're planning to build a family, this kind of
salary and all the uncertainty that comes with ac-
ademia makes it difficult. Because we still need to
finish our PhDs, then look for postdoc positions,
which might not even be in the same place. [...]
My career is directly tied to our relationship in the
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Figure 5: Reasons against an academic career
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sense that we're constantly asking, “Where are we
going to go next year?” And I'm extremely lucky
because I found someone who understands this,
butit’s something that can be done once or twice.
(P17, doc, male)

The quantitative survey’s sample was too
small and unbalanced to allow for robust, sys-
tematic checks of statistical differences be-
tween female and male researchers. Still, we
want to highlight some descriptive findings
for comparing female and male researchers.
For general satisfaction with their current
work situation, males were less satisfied (50%
rather or very unsatisfied) than their female
colleagues (21% rather or very unsatisfied).
Sixty-eight percent of males (very) strongly
strive for an academic career, while 58% of
their female colleagues do so as well. Moreo-
ver, the percentage of male early-career re-
searchers (very) strongly aiming for a profes-
sorshipis higher (50% ) than the percentage of
female early-career researchers (32%). At the
same time, the share of females who see rela-
tively high chances of pursuing an academic
career (43% ) is higher than that of their male
counterparts (17%).

Differences between females and males
also emerged regarding family planning. Six
survey participants reported having at least
one child (five women and one man). Among

survey participants, almost one-third report-
ed postponing their plans to have a child due
to their academic career. Thus, differences
across genders emerged. Among females,
the desire to have a child is postponed more
often (36%) than among male participants
(17%). However, as only 29% of our sample
was male (n=12), these gender-related differ-
ences could also be due to other factors (e.g.,
“academic age”).

4.5 RQ5: Early-career scholars’
suggestions for improvement
In the focus group discussions, participants
expressed a range of structural improvement
needs that could increase fairness, motiva-
tion, and stability in academic jobs. First, sug-
gestions related to mentorship and academic
support structures were brought up. Many par-
ticipants expressed a desire for more distribut-
ed supervisory arrangements, suggesting that
having two or more supervisors could en-
hance the quality of doctoral supervision and
reduce dependence on a single individual.
This was , however, linked to concerns about
the uneven quality of academic mentoring.
Second, suggestions concerning employ-
ment conditions and career pathways were
mentioned. In the context of the lack of viable
long-term positions below the professorial
level, several participants pointed to interna-
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Figure 6: Suggestions to improve working conditions
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tional models, such as lecturer positions in
the UK. Participants called for more full-time
positions, noting that part-time contracts fre-
quently did not reflect the actual workload.
Furthermore, the expectation of geographic
mobility between career stages was criticized.
Some participants advocated for greater flexi-
bility to remain at the same institution. Final-
ly, participants proposed a clearer differenti-
ation of academic roles, suggesting that new
positions be created to assume management
or administrative tasks currently expected of
research staff and professors.

Third, suggestions focused on workload,
compensation, and regulation were raised.
Participants reported discrepancies between
the contracted work and the actual work
performed. Many emphasized the need for
clearer legal frameworks that tie contractual
percentages to enforceable hour limits. Re-
latedly, participants described how perfor-
mance indicators such as publication counts
or monthly output reports undermined both
motivation and the intrinsic value of research

work. A need for greater recognition of invisi-
ble academic labor was also noted, including
travel to conferences, committee work, and
unpaid contributions that extend beyond for-
mal job descriptions.

Other suggestions focus on improving
work-life balance and care responsibilities.
Participants who were parents emphasized
the lack of adequate childcare support. Some
researchers have also advocated for more
flexible or part-time models of professorship.
Finally, suggestions for improvement cen-
tered on funding and institutional resources.
There was broad concern about the overre-
liance on competitive third-party grants and
the resulting employment instability. Several
participants proposed redirecting more fi-
nancial resources to university funding rath-
er than individual projects. This, they argued,
would allow institutions to offer more perma-
nent positions and invest in long-term teach-
ing and research quality. Some also called
for a more fundamental restructuring of ac-
ademic career models to broaden the range
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of available roles and ensure a better match
between individual skills, institutional needs,
and societal relevance.

Based on suggestions from the focus
groupsregarding improving the current work-
ing situation, we asked survey participants to
assess how much each factor would improve
their working conditions (Figure 6; 1=not at
all, 5=very much). All factors were mostly
rated as rather or very much improving. On
average, participants rated the differentiation
of job profiles, better conditions for family
planningand/or childcare, more full-time po-
sitions, and more permanent positions as the
most influential factors for improving their
current working conditions.

5 Discussion and conclusion

This study examined (RQ1 ) the working condi-
tions of early-career communication scholars,
(RQ2) their (dis)satisfaction with work, (RQ3)
career prospects, (RQ4) gender differences in
these perceptions and in satisfaction with
work, and (RQ5) their suggestions for im-
provement. Using qualitative focus groups and
a quantitative online survey, the findings pro-
vide insights into the situation of early-career
communication scholars in Switzerland.
Understanding the working conditions of
early-career communication scholars (RQ1) is
essential for interpreting the factors driving
their job satisfaction or dissatisfaction. Ear-
ly-career communication scholars in Switzer-
land typically work on nonpermanent con-
tracts, often with unclear prospects for
renewal. Only 34% of survey participants re-
ported holding full-time positions - lower
than the 58% reported in Germany (Rihl etal.,
2024). Our findings mirror the situation in
Germany for early-career communication
scholars (Rihl et al., 2024) and align with the
findings for Switzerland across disciplines
(Liechti et al., 2022). Our findings further res-
onate with a broad body of research revealing
that early-career scholars in Europe, includ-
ing Switzerland, face precarious employment
characterized by widespread job insecurity,
part-time and nonpermanent contracts, and
thus high competition for permanent aca-
demic positions (Civera et al., 2024; Teichler
& Schomburg, 2008). This precariousness is

a significant source of professional anxiety
(DGPuK, 2018; Rihl et al., 2024; Wirth et al.,
2008). For many scholars, such job insecurity
poses an existential threat to their academic
career aspirations and well-being, prompting
some to consider leaving academia (Hnét-
kov4 et al., 2022).

Overall job satisfaction (RQ2) was at
a moderate or good level, confirming the
findings from Germany (Rihl et al., 2024).
Early-career communication scholars in
Switzerland identified nonpermanent con-
tracts, issues with work-life balance, unclear
career trajectories, and excessive workload
as key sources of dissatisfaction, i.e., factors
aligned with Herzberg’s hygiene dimensions
and consistent with prior studies in the Ger-
man-speaking context (DGPuK, 2018; Rihl
et al., 2024; Wirth et al., 2008). Despite im-
provements (DGPuK, 2018; Rihl et al., 2024),
early-career communication scholars contin-
ue to face long working hours and challenges
balancing professional and personal life, con-
cerns well documented internationally across
other disciplines (European Commission,
2016; Woolston, 2019). The absence of ade-
quate hygiene factors prevents deeper mo-
tivational engagement from emerging. Our
results also highlight the interplay between
hygiene factors and mental health among
early-career scholars, a relationship that is
gaining increasing attention (Hanitzsch et
al.,, 2024).

At the same time, early-career scholars
in our study highlighted elements they con-
sidered genuinely satisfying and meaningful,
such as opportunities for research autonomy,
intellectual exchange, and student super-
vision - findings that resonate with those of
Hanitzsch et al. (2024). Moreover, some hy-
giene factors, such as collegial relationships
and flexible hours, were perceived positive-
ly, which aligns with prior research (DGPuK,
2018; Rihl et al., 2024 ). Herzberg et al.s theory
(1959) suggests that these factors are insulffi-
cient on their own to foster job satisfaction,
and our study indicates that some motivating
factors can easily be overshadowed by the
strain of navigating an unsustainable system.

Another important factor in considering
early-career scholars’ working situation is
their future career perspectives (RQ3). Many
early-career scholars expressed that they
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were discouraged about their possible career
perspectives. From the perspective of SCCT,
this discouragement reflects a misalignment
between strong intrinsic motivation (person-
al goals) and pessimistic expectations regard-
ing the likelihood of obtaining a long-term
academic position (outcome expectations).
The lack of alternatives to professorships as
long-term positions reinforces insecurity and
unhealthy work behaviors. Although many
early-career communication scholars remain
motivated to pursue an academic career, this
insecurity highlights the need for alternative,
permanent scientific roles, echoing previous
research (Benz et al., 2024; Engesser & Magin,
2014; Wirth et al., 2005).

Regarding gender differences (RQ4), our
findings showed that more male researchers
aim for professorships than females, which
is in agreement with the findings of Wirth et
al. (2005, 2008). Female early-career scholars
face additional challenges compared to their
male colleagues, such as balancing family
and an academic career. Additionally, pater-
nal leave is hardly considered when perfor-
mances are evaluated, adding inequalities
to female scholars who often take a more
extended break after the birth of their child.
In SCCT terms, these gendered structural
barriers shape self-efficacy and reduce wom-
en’s outcome expectations, which may help
explain their lower intention to pursue pro-
fessorships.

Finally, to improve working conditions
(RQ5), participants emphasized the impor-
tance of permanent contracts and differenti-
ated job profiles. These demands align with
initiatives such as the “Petition Academia”
and SAGW’s proposals to expand the ac-
ademic “Third Space” (Hildbrand, 2018),
which offer greater stability and compatibil-
ity with family responsibilities. The concept
of the “Third Space” in universities refers to
roles situated between academic research
and administration. However, these roles are
sometimes perceived as less prestigious or as
fallback options (Nauer, 2020; Ziircher, 2021),
thus reducing their perceived outcome value
from an SCCT viewpoint.

5.1 Limitations and future research

This study has several limitations. First, the
definition of early-career scholars remains
fluid and context dependent. There is no uni-

versally agreed-upon definition, as criteria
can vary across disciplines, institutional con-
texts, funding agencies, and national research
policies. Second, there may be self-selection
bias in the survey and focus group samples, as
participants might disproportionately repre-
sent those dissatisfied with their academic
situation. This could lead to an overrep-
resentation of critical perspectives, skewing
the findings toward more negative assess-
ments of working conditions and career pros-
pects. Future studies should employ more
systematic sampling methods and broader
outreach to include a wider range of perspec-
tives.

Third, the quantitative survey’s relatively
small sample size limited statistical analyses
of subgroup differences, such as gender, ca-
reer stage, or institutional type. Early-career
scholars from Switzerland’s French- and Ital-
ian-speaking regions were underrepresented,
partlybecause there was no Italian translation
of the survey. Although our sample reflects
the geographic concentration of communica-
tion departments in the German-speaking
region, its generalizability to other linguistic
regions remains limited. Moreover, the sam-
ple’s biographical diversity was constrained
by a relatively high share of participants born
or trained in Germany, mirroring broader
Swiss academic demographics. These cultural
and national differences may influence ear-
ly-career scholars’ perceptions. Future re-
search should address these limitations by
expanding sample sizes, improving linguistic
inclusivity, and capturing a broader range of
biographical backgrounds. Investigating sub-
group differences and regional variations will
help provide a more comprehensive under-
standing of early-career scholars’ experiences
across Switzerland.

Fourth, it is important to recognize that
early-career scholars at universities of applied
sciences face distinct challenges compared to
those at research universities and that doc-
toral students encounter different issues than
postdocs. Our study also revealed differences
among researchers at the same career stage
and department but working in different divi-
sions. Future research should focus on com-
paring data at the institutional level, examining
factors such as promotion criteria or employ-
ment conditions, to better understand these
variations and tailor support accordingly.
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Finally, the data for the focus groups
were collected during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, when several national measures were
in place (e.g., masks were mandatory and
social gatherings were limited). Thus, this
situation might have influenced the results.
The quantitative study was run later. However,
the experiences some participants had during
the COVID-19 pandemic may still have influ-
enced their answers.

5.2 Suggestions for improvements

In the following subsection, we propose key
measures to enhance early-career scholars’
working conditions in Switzerland. First,
based on the findings, early and qualitative
selection procedures are a central area for im-
provement. The SAGW recommends identify-
ing promising researchers during or shortly
after the doctorate and providing structured
support for academic and nonacademic ca-
reers (Ziircher, 2021). Broader graduate train-
ing and clearer communication of academ-
ic career realities can help develop realistic
expectations and navigate competitive en-
vironments (Dai et al., 2024). Following the
Declaration on Research Assessment (DORA)
principles, Ziircher (2021) calls for a shift from
quantitative output metrics to qualitative
assessments of independence, originality,
methodological rigor, and societal relevance.
Such holistic selection processes can clarify
career paths and improve resource allocation.

A second priority relates to optimizing
workload and academic labor distribution.
Early-career scholars in temporary positions
would benefit from reduced teaching loads to
build a competitive publication record (Dai et
al., 2024). At the same time, teaching should
be better appreciated and rewarded, carry
greater weight in promotion and career ad-
vancement decisions to recognize its value,
and be incentivized at all career stages.

Third, systemic trade-offs must be recog-
nized. While creating more permanent posi-
tions is important, increasing the number of
permanent positions without increased fund-
ing may reduce the number of PhD and post-
doctoral opportunities. This could restrict ca-
reer entry and reshape recruitment patterns.
Balancing stability, opportunity, and accessi-
bility is therefore essential.

Fourth, the identified mental health chal-
lenges require institutional action. Reducing

publication pressure, improving job security,
fostering supportive work environments, and
encouraging openness around mental health
are particularly important given the height-
ened risks faced by early-career scholars
(Hanitzsch et al., 2024; Wright, 2024 ).

Fifth, a more differentiated staffing
structure could improve career prospects.
The SAGW proposes expanding role types
beyond professorships, including research-
or teaching-focused lectureships (Ziircher,
2021). Transparent career pathways, differ-
entiated job profiles, and more permanent
positions can mitigate brain drain (Bahr et
al., 2022). However, expectations of research-
only permanent roles are often unrealistic
and should be addressed explicitly. Finally,
improving gender equality is essential to dis-
rupt the leaky pipeline (Konsortium Bundes-
berichtWissenschaftlicher Nachwuchs, 2021).
Key measures include family-friendly and
gender-sensitive policies (Nkosi & Maphalala,
2025), transparent promotion criteria (Joyce
et al., 2024), targeted mentorship programs,
and active efforts to reduce gender bias in hir-
ing and evaluation alongside expanded net-
working opportunities (Llorens et al., 2021).
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