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Abstract

This paper investigates how early career academics interpret and respond to insti-
tutional demands structured by projectification. Developing a ‘frame analytic’ ap-
proach, it explores projectification as a process constituted at the level of meaning-
making. Building on 35 in-depth interviews with fixed-term scholars in political
science and history, the findings show that respondents jointly referred to competi-
tion and delivery in order to make sense of their current situation. Forming what I
call the project frame, these interpretive orientations were legitimized by various
organizational routines within the studied departments, feeding into a dominant
regime of valuation and accumulation. However, while the content of the project
frame is well-defined, attempts to align with it vary, indicating the importance of
disciplines and academic age when navigating project-based careers. Furthermore,
this way of framing academic work and careers provokes tensions and conflicts that
junior scholars try to manage. To curb their competitive relationship and enable co-
operation, respondents emphasized the outcome of project funding as ‘being lucky.’
They also drew on imagined futures to envision alternative scripts of success and
worth. Both empirically and conceptually, the article contributes to an understand-
ing of academic career-making as a kind of pragmatic problem-solving, centered on
navigating multiple career pressures and individual aspirations.
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J. Nastesjo

Introduction

One of the most notable features of contemporary academia is the role played by proj-
ects. Projects are the standard format for organizing research activities and the divi-
sion of labor at departments (Ylijoki 2016). Moreover, competitive project funding
is the most common method used to determine which research projects are deemed
worthy of receiving funding and which are not (Bloch et al. 2014). This process
of projectification has deeply influenced the social (Franssen and de Rijcke 2018)
and temporal (Vostal 2019) structures of academia, with an increase of short-term
employment and hyper-competition, especially evident among early career academ-
ics (Fochler et al. 2016). For this particular group, projects not only characterize pre-
carious working conditions, but are the very material upon which academic careers
are structured, built, and assessed (Bloch et al. 2014; Herschberg et al. 2018).

This article explores how early career academics experience and navigate project-
based careers. How do they make sense of their work, careers, and identities becom-
ing increasingly shaped by projectification? What conceptions of worth come to the
foreground? And how are such normative understandings negotiated? To address
these questions, I draw upon 35 in-depth interviews with fixed-term scholars in polit-
ical science and history working at four research-intensive universities in Sweden.
Whereas prior studies have shown that junior scholars without stable employment are
particularly sensitive to the norms and values of academic reward and career systems,
the primary focus thus far has been on parts of the natural and life sciences (see e.
g. Fochler et al. 2016; Miiller 2014). This article extends the literature to disciplines
within the social sciences and humanities, exploring how the experiences and prac-
tices of early career academics in political science and history are organized in the
context of project-based careers.

Adopting a ‘frame analytic’ approach (Goffman 1974), the study contributes a
perspective on projectification as a process centrally constituted at the level of mean-
ing-making. Findings show that early career academics in political science and his-
tory jointly refer to competition and delivery in order to make sense of their current
situation. Forming what I call the project frame, these interpretive orientations feed
into a dominant regime of valuation and accumulation. However, while the content
of the project frame is well-defined, attempts to align with it vary, indicating the
importance of disciplines and academic age when navigating project-based careers.
Furthermore, this way of framing academic work and careers provokes tensions and
conflicts that junior scholars seek to manage. To curb their competitive relationship
and enable cooperation, respondents emphasized the outcome of project funding as
“being lucky.” They also drew on imagined futures in order to envision alternative
scripts of success and worth. By analyzing how scholars navigate carecer demands
and value conflicts within the project frame, this article contributes to an understand-
ing of academic career-making as a kind of pragmatic problem-solving, centered on
balancing between multiple career pressures and individual aspirations.
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Impacts of Projectification: Early Career Academics as a Case in Point

While the definition of “early career academics” varies, it generally refers to academ-
ics in a phase of transition (Haddow and Hammarfelt 2019). Due to the increasing
number of PhD and other temporary staff members compared to permanent positions
in recent decades, the transition phase has extended in terms of time (Franssen and
de Rijcke 2019) and has become subject to hyper-competition (Fochler et al. 2016).
Therefore, the present study employs a rather extensive definition, including schol-
ars who have received their PhD within the previous eight years and who are yet to
obtain a permanent position.

Working on temporary contracts, previous research indicates that early career aca-
demics is a group particularly affected by the projectification of academic work and
careers. As part of the re-organization of academic institutions along the lines of new
public management, it is a process entangled with increasing career pressures from,
among other things, expanded accountability and performance management (Had-
dow and Hammarfelt 2019), heightened precarity (Gill 2016), and changing tem-
poralities characterized by an acceleration of work pace (Vostal 2016). The project
format is thus not considered “a mere technical organizational tool.” Instead, it “chal-
lenges and reshapes research practices and ideals” (Ylijoki 2016: 13), structuring the
conditions under which early career academics are socialized (Fochler et al. 2016;
Niéstesjo 2021; Roumbanis 2019).

Focusing on the mechanisms through which project funding affects the social
structures of research groups, Franssen and de Rijcke 2019 argue that the rise in
temporary positions as well as the extended length of the temporary career phase
means that early career academics must interact with the job and grant market much
more often. This impels junior scholars to continuously try to increase their research
time, which leads to a differentiation between research intensive and teaching inten-
sive career scripts (see also Ylijoki and Henriksson 2017). Furthermore, introducing
competition as a mode of governance, project funding enforces competitive behavior
(Miiller 2014) while outsourcing epistemic authority to funding bodies and project
leaders (Herschberg et al. 2018). Taken together, Franssen and de Rijcke (2019: 146)
contend that these features of project-based careers continuously “establish and reaf-
firm the individual as the primary epistemic subject,” pushing early career academics
“towards entrepreneurial behavior.” This, in turn, shapes junior scholars’ approach to
their work (Hakala, 2009) and how they construct academic identities (Archer 2008),
although not in a one-dimensional way (Nastesjo, 2023).

These observations are part of a larger trend characterized by the individualiza-
tion of precarity (Gill 2016) and narrowing valuation regimes (Fochler et al. 2016).
Under the impact of project-based careers, much of the responsibility for dealing
with uncertainty about the future, whether in terms of funding or research, has shifted
from the organizational level to the individual researcher (Cannizzo 2018). Explor-
ing the narrativization of success and failure among fixed-term academics in the UK,
Loveday (2018) argues that this shift has resulted in a contradictive sense of agency.
While success was pictured as “being lucky,” indicating a lack of agency, failure was
considered one’s own responsibility, thus conforming to the notion of individualized
“enterprise subjects.” Moreover, studying life science postdocs, Sigl (2016) claims
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that the project format creates a structural link between social and epistemic uncer-
tainties. As a response, junior scholars develop modes of coping often centered on the
reduction of risk and the securing of individual merits. According to Sigl, these cop-
ing strategies become part of the tacit governance of project-based research cultures.
Similar findings have been reported in numerous studies of life science postdocs.
This includes how productivity concerns and evaluative metrics shape research prac-
tices (Miiller and de Rijcke 2018), how the impact of prioritizing first-authorship can
hinder collaboration (Miiller 2012), and how the competitive structures of project-
based careers lead to a narrow conception of worth focused on high-impact publica-
tion output and grant money (Fochler et al. 2016; Miiller 2014).

With notable exceptions (see e.g. Franssen and de Rijcke 2019; Haddow and Ham-
marfelt 2019; Steffy and Langfeldt 2022), the life sciences have thus far been the pri-
mary focus in studies of how the working practices of junior scholars are influenced
by the changing structures and valuation of academic careers. However, an important
question is how such changing framework conditions are experienced and dealt with
in settings that are shaped quite differently. Hence, one of the contributions of this
article is extending the literature to the evaluative contexts of political science and
history in Sweden.

Empirical Settings and the Contexts of Projectification

Sweden offers a good example of “how university management has moved towards
a managerialist model emphasizing accountability and marketization” (Roumbanis
2019: 198). On a general level, this includes an increasingly formalized research
evaluation system emphasizing publication output and external grants (Hammarfelt
and de Rijcke 2015) as well as a shift away from block funding to competitive proj-
ect-based funding (Roumbanis 2019). A significant consequence of evaluating and
organizing research in this way is that external funding has shifted from being an
additional funding source to being the main source. By affecting who has the right
to research time, previous studies of Swedish academia demonstrate how this shift
affects authority relations in research (Krog Lind et al. 2016) and the division of labor
within departments (Benner 2016). In essence, which obligations and working tasks
one has does not depend on the title of their position, but how their position is funded.
Moreover, Miiller and Kaltenbrunner (2019: 496) argue that the rise of standardized
research evaluation and project-based funding feed into formal career incentives at
Swedish universities, further emphasizing “the ideals of the individual high-perform-
ing academic who publishes in disciplinary journals and attracts the most selective
grants.” Such hierarchizations of publication outlets and funding programs mean that
junior scholars in Sweden not only have to navigate increasingly precarious working
conditions (Roumbanis 2019), but also an intricate game of status (Edlund 2024).
According to Roumbanis (2019: 199), the lack of a common national career sys-
tem and the growing dependence on competitive project-based funding mean that
career paths in Sweden “have become both narrower and less clear.” Whereas the
postdoc phase is viewed as a bottleneck in the system (Frolich et al. 2018), what tasks
this phase actually contains and how it is funded varies. As it generally takes seven
to twelve years for junior scholars in Sweden to reach a tenured position (Swed-
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ish Research Council 2015), the early career is often a pie-like arrangement with
multiple funding sources. In the social sciences and humanities, these long series of
fixed-term contracts tend to involve both research and teaching responsibilities. Still,
career advancement is highly dependent on individuals’ success in the funding mar-
ket (Roumbanis 2019). This is particularly true for early career academics at more
prestigious research-intensive universities, such as the respondents in this study.
Within these settings, the competiton for project-based funding and future positions
are heavily intertwined.

The empirical settings of this study include three history departments (hereaf-
ter H1, H2, and H3) and two political science departments (hereafter PS1 and PS2)
located at four research-intensive universities in Sweden. Regarded as high-status
fields within the humanities and the social sciences, respectively, the competition
for funding and tenured positions is fierce. Consequently, early career academics at
the studied departments work on temporary contracts for a long period of time and
career advancement is synonymous with success in the funding market. However,
as disciplines, political science and history also differ in meaningful ways. While
political science in Sweden to a large extent has adapted to what is framed as “inter-
national standards” regarding, for example, publishing preferences and favored pub-
lication language, the history field has only recently begun to adapt to this trend.
Therefore, their practices for doing and valuing research have been described as “in
flux” (Salo 2017; see also Néstesjo 2021). Additionally, whereas scholars in history
almost exclusively work alone or in pairs of two, collaboration is much more com-
mon in political science. In contrast to the three history departments, collaborative
research groups working in joint projects were considered a standard at the two polit-
ical science departments. Still, the size of research groups as well as the extent to
which they influenced the organizational structures of the departments differed. At
PS1, junior scholars tended to work both individually and collaboratively, and the
research groups were usually rather small, depending on short-term projects con-
nected to specific grants. At PS2, junior scholars more often worked in larger and
formalized research groups or centers. Because these were not only linked to a spe-
cific project or grant, but a shared epistemic focus and developed infrastructures for
research work — such as joint datasets, budgets, practices for co-authoring, seminars,
events, and informal gatherings — these groups or centers to a greater extent shaped
the organizational structures and working routines at the department. Because they
tended to recruit junior scholars early in their career, the respondents from PS2 had
usually been part of a group or a center for a relatively long period of time when
being interviewed.

Both at a disciplinary level and at a department level there are factors that create
different contexts of projectification. Hence, not only does the present study extend
the focus to the under-studied evaluative contexts of political science and history, it
also provides an opportunity to make comparisons between and within these empiri-
cal sites. This will provide new insights into the meanings and dynamics of navigat-
ing project-based careers.
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A Frame Analytic Approach

This article introduces a conceptual approach to the study of academic work and
careers focusing on how scholars navigate institutional demands by drawing on inter-
pretive frames of meaning. More specifically, I argue that the project may be under-
stood as a particularly dominant frame through which early career academics make
sense of themselves and their careers. Because a frame is “characterized not by its
content but rather the distinctive way in which it transforms the content’s meaning”
(Zerubavel 1991: 11), this is a conceptual approach aiming to investigate projectifica-
tion as a process constituted at the level of meaning-making. In contrast to previous
studies focusing on certain aspects of different types of grants (Edlund 2024; Miiller
and Kaltenbrunner 2019), this approach seeks to broaden the analytical focus to how
the experiences of early career academics more generally are organized in the context
of project-based careers.

Initially defined as “schemata of interpretations” (Goffman 1974: 21), frames
organize actors’ experience and subjective involvement in a given aspect of social
life. Framing is thus centered on answering the question “What is happening here?”.
According to Persson (2018: 48), “the idea of posing precisely that question is that
the answer is often not a given.” Rather, it must be negotiated with others. How-
ever, actors do not have complete freedom to negotiate afresh in each situation.
While framing involves the interpretation and application of frames, actors are also
constrained by frames. Following Scott (2015: 76), “frames act as blueprints for
social conduct, by providing a set of shared meanings [and] understandings of the
rules, roles, and rituals to be followed.” From this perspective, the concept of frames
answers the additional question “What applies here?” and points to the dynamics
between individual’s experience, other people’s expectations, and the patterning of
norms and values across situations that governs orderly conduct (Persson 2018: 128).
Frames are thus never simply personal choices, but available to people as more or
less institutionalized parts of social life — rooted in groups, organizational routines,
power, and structures. Furthermore, the prominence of a specific frame is maintained
through the use of various procedures that anchor frame activity (Goffman 1974:
247-251).

The concept of frames focuses attention to how the sharedness of a social world
is an ongoing accomplishment. Yet, this does not preclude tension. People may have
conflicting understandings of what is going on and what is applied, and these dis-
agreements often implicate asymmetry and inequality (Scott 2015: 79). Moreover,
Goffman (1974: 45) uses the concept of keying to describe how actors can alter the
meanings of activities by transforming them into something patterned. In this way,
frames can be laminated or superimposed upon each other, creating multiple lay-
ers of interpretation which operate simultaneously (Goffman 1974: 82). To theorize
this kind of vulnerability, framing processes may be conceptualized as an ongoing
interplay between alignment and disruption (Tavory and Fine 2020). While align-
ment encompasses actors’ attempt to act in accordance with a shared definition of
a situation, disruption is a perceived misalignment forcing actors to rethink what is
going on and what is applied. As argued by Tavory and Fine (2020), both alignment
and disruption are linked to culturally shaped expectations and presumptions, and as
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such, they reflect analytically distinct moments that are crucial for actors’ practices
and their sense of self.

Previous research indicates that the early academic career requires attending to
multiple demands, “including intellectual development, gaining reputation in the
field, and securing good working conditions” (Steffy and Langfeldt 2022: 321; see
also Laudel and Glaser 2008). A key institutional challenge within the Swedish con-
text is to meet these demands while navigating an increasingly projectified career
landscape (Roumbanis 2019). Exploring the life worlds of early career academics,
this article argues that the project functions as a particularly dominant frame through
which junior scholars make sense of themselves and their careers. Analytically, this is
done in three steps. First, I analyze the content of the project frame which organizes
how early career academics experience institutional career demands. Second, I focus
on how they strategically attempt to align with this frame in their research and career
practices. Finally, I explore how junior scholars, in the face of tensions and conflicts,
negotiate the normative meanings of the project frame through acts of keying.

Method

The study draws upon 35 in-depth interviews with early career academics in political
science and history conducted between February and June of 2019. As mentioned,
all respondents held temporary contracts. These were mostly project-based research
positions limited to one to three years with some teaching responsibilities. Whereas
all of the respondents expressed an aspiration to continue with an academic career,
they mainly pictured themselves as competing on a national or Scandinavian labor
market. In part, this is because only a few ‘international postdocs,” having received
their PhD abroad, worked at the studied departments.

To build a sampling frame, I selected five departments at four research-intensive
universities in Sweden and constructed a list of scholars in political science and his-
tory having received their PhD degree between 2011 and 2019. Based on descriptive
information from CVs and online profiles,' I selected a diverse group of respondents
regarding their experience of research, teaching, and administration as well as pub-
lishing, mobility, and collaborative work. The selection criteria also ensured variation
in terms of academic age, ranging from half a year up to eight years since PhD com-
pletion, with a majority of the respondents having spent two to five years at the early
career level. Of the final 35 interviews, 30 were conducted face-to-face and five were
conducted online. Considering disciplinary background and gender, the numbers are
balanced.? The interviews were conducted in Swedish or English and lasted between
90 and 140 minutes. All interviews were recorded and fully transcribed. Informed
consent was obtained before each interview, ensuring the respondents about volun-
tary participation and anonymity. Therefore, some details have been amended slightly
or left out of the empirical sections. All names are assigned pseudonyms.

I'Such as the department’s website, personal websites, Google Scholar, and network platforms such as
ResearchGate and LinkedIn.

2Political Science: 11 male and 7 female. History: 9 male and 8 female.
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The interviews had a reflexive-biographical character and were conducted across
three sections. I began with a set of in-depth questions about the respondents’ indi-
vidual trajectories, starting with their first fascination with research and the unfold-
ing of their careers. Second, I asked about their current situation, focusing on their
practical engagements and the contexts in which these are embedded. Third, I asked
about the respondents’ future hopes and dreams, what they ought to do in order to
succeed within their field, and what kind of futures were communicated to them by
others. Across these sections, the interviews were constructed to explore how the
respondents acknowledged or claimed certain standards of evaluation while distanc-
ing themselves from or ignoring others. I continuously “ethnographized” the inter-
views (Pugh 2013), eliciting talk about specific situations and examples of when
evaluative standards come into play. Rather than revealing “objective” life courses,
the aim of using reflexive-biographical interviews was to shed light on scholars’ bio-
graphical work; that is, how they perceive and make sense of their situation and how
they relate to it (Sigl 2016). Much of these narratives revolved around navigating the
institutional demands of project-based careers.

For theories pointing to the social construction of realities as perceived and under-
stood by actors, language is central. Through their choice of words and gestures,
actors define situations, accomplish social actions, and perform identities. Hence,
“language constitutes the world(s) it purports merely to describe” and “can be studied
in terms of what it does [..] for people and situations” (Scott 2015: 80). Following
this line of reasoning, the analysis of the respondents’ biographical work and their
narratives about themselves and their careers focused on identifying features of talk
that indicate the frames through which they viewed their world. Given the emphasis
on projects and project funding in structuring their day-to-day activities and how
they made sense of which expectations are applicable in the context of being an early
career academic, | began by coding instances in which respondents talked about the
significance of projects. Whereas this involved specific practices (such as writing
grant applications and conducting project-based research), situations (for example,
when receiving a grant or when failing to), and structures (of the project format,
etc.), it also included more general accounts of working as a fixed-term scholar and
adjusting to career demands. Indeed, the competition for project positions and project
funding was constantly linked to the competition for prestige and future employment
positions. Finally, I considered variations in the sample depending on contextual fac-
tors such as disciplinary background, workplace, and academic age.’

The coding procedure allowed me to analyze how the meanings respondents attrib-
uted to themselves and their practices were shaped by projectification; that is, how
they depended on the project frame that was put around them. While the narratives
entailed different attempts to align with such a frame, they also involved experiences
of conflicts and contradictions, opening up possibilities for negotiating its normative
meanings.

3 Although not included in this article, I also considered variations in terms of class and gender.
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The Project Frame

During the interviews, early career academics in political sciences and history tended
to highlight two interpretive orientations according to which they made sense of their
current situation: competition and delivery. Together, these form what I call the proj-
ect frame. Deeply intertwined in shaping scholars’ understanding of career structures
and their social identity as fixed-term scholars, competition primarily concerned
meanings attributed to social relations and status, whereas delivery mainly involved
meanings attributed to research practices.

Competition and Status

In both disciplines, the respondents talked at length about their frequent job and grant
market participation. About to enter the final year of her postdoc position, Steph (H1)
explained how the “the life of a postdoc is all about competing for resources that will
enable you to stay a couple more years in academia, getting the chance to strengthen
your CV before applying again.” Similarly, Eric stated:

Since the completion of my PhD, everything is about projects and the competi-
tion involved. Coming up with projects, writing project applications, learning
how to compete for project funding. And if not getting any money, work on
someone else’s project and be better prepared the next time. (Eric, PS2)

Across the interviews, respondents continuously talked about their situation as char-
acterized by competition. From the perspective of project-based careers, almost
everything seemed to concern competition and whether or not they would be able to
handle it. Such a frame defines academia as a state of rivalry, pushing early career
academics to constantly think about how to increase their competitive performance
by strengthening their CV. Indeed, many respondents described entering the postdoc
phase as adapting to a competitive logic according to which “you can always do more
and be better” (Amy, H2).

Competing successfully for project funding was pictured as the main, and some-
times only, way to build an academic career. While the aspect of securing an income
was mentioned as important from a private point of view, career-making revolved
around the symbolic status of project funding. Consider this quote from an early
career academic in political science who had spent several years at the early career
level:

Today, research is carried out in projects. Having ongoing funded projects is
therefore extremely important. I would say that it’s the main factor deciding
who you are at the department. Your role, how you’re perceived by others. [...]
When I got my first grant, [ became someone here. | became a researcher; 1 was
someone to count on. (Peter, PS1)
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According to Peter, obtaining project funding shapes the identity and worth of people
at his workplace. As a status trait, it serves as a symbolic attribute of success separat-
ing winners from losers and establishing who may rightfully claim the identity of a
researcher. Whereas previous studies have shown that the move towards competitive
project funding changes how academics think about who has the right to research
time (Franssen and de Rijcke 2019), my findings suggest that the normative mean-
ings established by the project frame more deeply change how research, as a legiti-
mate and recognized practice, symbolically exists. For example, William (H3) stated
that “if it’s not a funded project, it just feels like it’s something I do in my spare time,
it’s not real in the same sense.” Nedeva (PS2) supported this view when she said
that securing funding for a project “makes it recognizable to others. [...] You have
survived the competition and now people expect you to deliver. If you talk about
projects without funding, people tend to not take you very seriously.”

In general, the symbolic value of projects relied upon a strong hierarchization
between research and teaching, representing two very different career paths. Accord-
ing to Thomas (H1), “it’s about positive and negative circles. As soon as you get
a grant, you can publish, get citations, apply for more money. All the things you
struggle with when stuck teaching.” Furthermore, the function of grants as a distinc-
tion was supported by various organizational procedures which effectively anchored
the project frame (Goffman 1974: 247-51). This involved pedagogical activities,
such as seminars and lectures, aimed at educating junior scholars in the art of getting
funded, as well as different kinds of ceremonial rituals. For example, Philip (PS2)
told me about the pressure he felt due to the custom of “funding cake” at the depart-
ment, rendering his “own work as a teacher, and that of others, invisible, worth noth-
ing [...] we would never celebrate teaching like that.” Likewise, Maria emphasized
that grants equal visibility and recognition:

It’s something that is communicated very clearly, from the head of department
and others with influence. It’s all about getting grants. [...] As soon as someone
receives money for a project, everybody gets an email about it. These emails,
they sort of state that this is success, this is what counts. And of course, every-
body wants to be a name that is mentioned in those emails, getting everybody’s
attention... So yeah, money is important, very important. Because people tend
not to know how much you publish and they certainly don’t know what your
research is about. But everybody knows if you got funding or not. (Maria, PS1)

These mundane ceremonial rituals were mentioned by a vast majority of the respon-
dents, especially the emailing routine, and were referred to as shared signs of success
and recognition shaping the everyday talk and interactions at the departments. In
this regard, the project frame entails a narrow definition of what constitutes worth at
the early career stage. This involves a strong hierarchization between working tasks
and academic roles, based on a status order of winners and losers. Certainly, what
makes this frame so dominant is the fact that navigating these rules of recognition
is highly emotional, including positive feelings of pride, self-worth, and belonging
among those who succeed and negative feelings of ignorance and unfairness among
those who fail. While some respondents expressed feelings of envy or bitterness,
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they generally emphasized the importance of controlling negative emotions and
being polite towards others. Following Bloch (2012: 41), friendliness is “a necessary
strategy given the particular structure of academia,” especially if “one’s position is
insecure.” Hence, navigating project-based careers entails scholars pursuing a “poli-
tics of friendliness’ in which emotions are managed and expressed in certain ways
(see also Néstesjo 2023).

Delivery and Pace

Respondents in both disciplines acknowledged the symbolic power of projects and
how they framed academic life as competition. Additionally, their understandings of
their identities and research practices referred more specifically to the socio-temporal
structures of projects. In virtually every interview, the ‘funding circle’ was a recurrent
topic, referring to the cycle of publications-grant-data-publications-citations needed
in order to sustain a research-intensive career; or indeed, sustain an academic career
at all. In this way, the principles of delivery and pace were consistently evoked as
junior scholars made sense of what was expected of them. Reflecting upon his time
as a postdoctoral researcher, Thomas stated:

Thomas (H1): Working in these temporary projects, it’s all about being able to
get things out there. When I first got funding, it was a three-year project, I said
to myself that I have to make this count.

Jonatan: What did that mean to you, “make this count”?

Thomas (H1): Frankly, it meant getting as many peer-reviewed articles pub-
lished as possible. It sounds bad, I know. But that was how I made sense of it.
Just trying to get things out there.

Similarly, Anna talked about the importance of “keeping up the pace” and to avoid
“working on projects that won’t be profitable for a long time.” When asked if she
could be more specific, she stated:

I need to prioritize some sort of certainty that a project pays off. I need publica-
tions. That’s just how it is. Therefore, I try to avoid being part of projects or
collaborations that are slow and where the outcomes are uncertain. [...] At the
end of the day, working as a postdoc is about adding things to your CV, show-
ing others that you can deliver. Because in one to two years, I am up against all
these great scholars again. (Anna, PS1)

The narratives of Anna and Thomas revolve around a specific type of project perfor-
mance relating to career demands shaped by project time. Accordingly, their research
practices and academic identities must be adjusted to the individual need for vis-
ible and measurable results, to be used as ‘capital’ next time there is a funding call
or a position available. Hence, by privileging competition and delivery, the project
frame feeds into a “dominant regime of valuation” as well as “one of accumulation”
(Falkenberg 2021: 426). Nevertheless, ensuring the accumulation of academic capital
involves aligning with the project frame. This will be the focus of the next section.
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Aligning with the Project Frame

Respondents from both disciplines jointly described projectification as an epistemic
condition according to which they made adjustments in their research. Given the
previous emphasis on strengthening one’s competitive performance by delivering
measurable outputs, these adjustments mainly concerned the reduction of risk and to
focus on publishing peer-reviewed journal articles. For example, in order to “make
things count,” Thomas (H1) explained how the need to “get things out there [...]
meant playing it safe, trying not to take too many risks.” In practice, he “recog-
nized how many papers might come out of this rather limited empirical material”
and then he “just started working.” In a similar fashion, Nedeva described how “the
need to quickly demonstrate results” made it obvious that “books are a bad invest-
ment.” While this privileged the short journal article as publication format, she also
described how it was tailoring her research process:

Looking back, it has pushed me towards questions that can be answered by
the existing methods and the existing data quickly and still be publishable in a
good journal. In that sense, it affects what questions I work with, how I work
with them, and how I present the results. Because the publication comes first,
something has to come out of it. And after a while, you sort of learn that, ok,
this is too explorative, engaging with too big questions, or this is too risky, no
journal cares about this. (Nedeva, PS2)

The accounts of Nedeva and Thomas are illustrative examples of how early career
academics attempt to align their research practices in accordance with the project
frame. These attempts concern what types of research questions to pursue, what
methods to use, and decisions about publication formats. Generally, these findings
are in line with evidence from studies of how junior scholars in, for example, eco-
nomics (Steffy and Langfeldt 2022) and the life sciences (Miiller 2014; Sigl 2016)
cope with the demands of project-based careers. However, practices of frame align-
ment also varied among the respondents. In the following, I provide two examples
based on disciplinary background and academic age.

Disciplinary Conflicts and Epistemic Alignment

As argued by Laudel (2017: 365), research in history is highly individualized, relying
upon “personal perspectives on the state of the art and empirical material.” Because
there is usually no division of labor and the cost of equipment is low, the most impor-
tant requirements concern time. In this regard, the same epistemic behavior that was
incentivized by the project frame challenged certain conventions and ideals rooted in
the discipline. Talking about the temporal structures of projects, Gary stated:

A high ideal within our discipline is to carry out large and detailed archival

work, where you really dig deep, going through a lot of source material. That’s
what a really good historian does. But the way research is funded today, in these
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small, short projects, there’s no possibility to live up to that standard. No way.
(Gary, H2)

Similar tensions between project time and disciplinary conventions were a recur-
rent topic in the interviews with junior scholars in history and point to how frame
alignment is an ongoing and contingent activity. When subject to conflict, action
is necessary. Within the history field, two strategic responses are noticeable. First,
respondents who had earned several grants of different sizes described how they
started to modify the ‘funding circle’ by collecting data before applying for funding;
that is, collecting data for project B when working on project A. Being an example
of what Virtova and Vostal (2021: 365-367) call “temporal stretching,” in which “the
research project and the research process do not share the same temporal window,”
it is a tactical repertoire also used in political science. Yet, while political scientists
mainly used it as a strategy to secure continuity between projects, historians spe-
cifically tried to manufacture the temporal structures of projects in a way that would
enable them to carry out extensive archival work while securing a steady flow of
publications. In part, this was made possible by the heterogenous funding landscape
of the Swedish humanities, consisting of a relatively high number of smaller, short-
term scholarships or stipends which can be combined with grants of different sizes.

Second, to meet the demands of productivity, some respondents in history
described how they had started to ‘team up,” beginning to co-author journal articles
and book chapters. Working in a discipline in which time pressure usually cannot
be compensated for by employing research personnel (Laudel 2017), teaming up on
specific publications aligns with the temporal structures of project-based research.
However, because of the highly individualized character of the history field, these
respondents often commented on the uncertainty of the routines for and the valuation
of such publications:

There is little to no experience at the department of working in joint projects
or publishing together. That gives us a lot of freedom I think and I kind of like
that. However, it also means that no one really knows how it will be evaluated
in the future. Other disciplines, they seem to have very clear rules for this, first
and last author and all that. But in history, does it matter if your name is first,
second, third, or last? I don’t know... There is no knowledge or established
praxis. (Susie, H3)

In contrast to history, political science is a field in which co-authoring is a well-estab-
lished practice and the level of interdependency between scholars is generally higher.
This is especially evident in quantitative-based and method-driven parts of the disci-
pline (Lamont 2009: 95-100). For young political scientists working in collaborative
research groups with such a focus, the dynamics of frame alignment differed. Rely-
ing on project leaders to bring in funding to the group, these respondents described
how their individual opportunities to accumulate worth heavily depended on how
well they matched up with the research focus of dominant agents at the department.
Talking about a particularly successful research group at his workplace, Victor (PS2)
explained how he, during his PhD education, “got a sense of what questions and
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methods were highly valued” and that he therefore tried “to focus on working in that
specific area of research.” Likewise, Rachel stated:

My future in research depends very much on being part of this group. It gives
me access to data, expertise, and collaborations on publications and stuff like
that. So of course, I do my best to fit in and make a valuable contribution. I
really want to stay. (Rachel, PS2)

As argued by Franssen and de Rijcke 2019, one way in which project funding shapes
the social structures of academia is by outsourcing epistemic authority to project lead-
ers, and indirectly, to funding bodies. When competitive resources are concentrated
over time, the demands on researchers and groups to comply with certain epistemic
and organizational standards increase. Thus, what comes across in the statements
from Victor and Rachel is that aligning with the project frame equals aligning with
the epistemic focus of successful researchers at their department. Understood as
a way of navigating project-based careers, it signifies not only a major difference
between the two disciplines, but also the two political science departments, in which
the organizational structures of PS2 to a greater extent were shaped by collaborative
research groups or centers having accumulated competitive funding for a long period
of time.

Academic Age and Trajectoral Thinking

In the section above, aligning with the project frame involves attempts in which
scholars seek to ensure accumulation of academic capital to strengthen their competi-
tive capability. Yet, what counts as CV improvements is not self-evident. Rather, it
gradually changes as junior scholars become more ‘senior’ postdocs. For example, at
the same time as political scientists working in large collaborative research projects
talked about the significance of their group membership, they also mentioned the
importance of ‘splitting up’ in order to demonstrate independence. One example is
Helena (PS2), who had been working in the same research group since she was a doc-
toral student and had never obtained funding herself. While she stated that “my big-
gest challenge right now is to start publishing on my own rather than collaborating on
every paper, because that is needed in order to have the chance to succeed within the
discipline,” she underlined that the informal rules of the group did not make it easy:

I’'m funded within the center and that makes my work more collaborative in
nature. And because of that, it is hard to start writing and publishing on my
own. Both because it’s fun and intellectually rewarding to collaborate, and it
sure gives me the possibility to be more productive, but it’s also hard because
it’s just how you work here, collaborating is the norm. I don’t want to break the
rules and be viewed as keeping things to myself. (Helena, PS2)

These aspects of group membership were linked to more formal aspects of working
in joint projects:
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It’s also a question of authority and ownership. I mean, can I publish on my own
using the data we have collected within the group? I’m not sure if that would
be OK. (Helena, PS2)

What Helena describes is how the dynamics between disciplinary conventions and
academic age shape how institutional career demands are experienced. In order to
earn recognition and advance in her career, she needs to show progress, but what
counts as progress depends on her social position and research biography. For politi-
cal scientists working in joint projects, this involved issues of independence, both in
terms of publishing and competing successfully for grant money — something that
was not always easily achieved due to organizational constraints. Among the respon-
dents who had spent several years at the early career level, it also entailed navigating
a game of status in which they sought to obtain more prestigious grants. While both
historians and political scientists agreed that the most important distinction between
junior scholars was if they had grant money or not, they were aware that not all
funding is the same. Amy (H2) told me that “there is fancy money and there is ugly
money,” exemplifying with a distinction between a local postdoc grant which she
had received at the beginning of her postdoc career and the high-status international
postdoc grant from the Swedish Research Council. Similarly, as Peter talked about
how to improve his current position and to increase his chances of obtaining stable
employment, he stated:

I feel like the bar is constantly rising. As I said before, I’ve been quite success-
ful in obtaining funding and I’ve published a lot. But to take the next step, to
really make a difference, then it would have to be an ERC grant or something
like that. You know, something that says: wow! (Peter, PS1)

These findings echo previous studies on Swedish academia which demonstrate that
individual funding sources are ranked hierarchically by scholars, for example in
terms of their (inter)disciplinary character (Miiller and Kaltenbrunner 2019) or the
level of competition and experts involved in grant evaluations (Edlund 2024). In
addition, the narratives of Peter and Helena bear evidence of how such status distinc-
tions become entangled in a specific kind of ‘trajectoral thinking’; that is, a mode of
thinking characterized by linear and proportional progress (Hammarfelt et al. 2020).
Indeed, the structures of project-based careers invite such ‘trajectionism’ (Néstesjo
2023), and helps junior scholars to make sense of what is expected of them. At the
same time, the mismatch between an ideal career trajectory and the lived lives of
scholars spurs anxieties and feelings of inadequacy.

Keying the Project Frame

Privileging a narrow regime of valuation and accumulation, the project frame defines
academic work as a state of rivalry, pushing fixed-term scholars towards entrepre-
neurial behavior (Franssen and de Rijcke 2019) and an entrepreneurial self (Loveday
2018; Miiller 2014). In this regard, the project frame not only yield career incen-
tives but also contradictions and tensions. In many of the accounts above, there is an
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underlying frustration among the respondents of constantly having to compete with
each other and to compromise in their research. This provokes identity conflicts and
value struggles. In the final empirical section, I will focus specifically on how early
career academics in political science and history deal with such tensions by keying
the project frame; that is, by altering its normative meanings to something patterned
that creates multiple layers of interpretation (Goffman 1974: 45).

Identification and Luck

The first tension to consider is that of social bonds within the project frame. While the
principles of competition and delivery provide a highly individualistic career script
recognized by the respondents, they commonly described it as damaging for peer-to-
peer relationships. As newcomers, junior scholars depend on each other’s help, for
example, in learning how to apply for funding and commenting on each other’s appli-
cations and ongoing research projects. They may also offer each other important sup-
port in difficult times. Yet, when continuously engaging in competitions for limited
resources, junior scholars are framed — both structurally and interactionally — as com-
petitors rather than helpful colleagues. To many of the respondents, this represented a
major conflict in their daily lives, potentially leading to ambiguity or hostility.

To curb their competitive relationship, early career academics in political science
and history frequently talked about themselves as a particularly vulnerable group
in the science system. If such a narrative was shared intersubjectively, it modified
the experience of competition by tying junior scholars together. Still, differentiating
themselves from others was often not enough. To alter the meaning of competition
within the group of early career academics, respondents also reframed the outcome
of grant applications as a matter of luck. Describing how he and his colleagues had
been “helping each other out for years,” Thomas concluded that:

Nobody knows who will receive funding, the competition is ridiculous. It’s like
a lottery, nobody knows and no one can influence who will get money in the
end. So yeah, we’re in the same boat. Might as well help each other. (Thomas,
HI1)

Likewise, Douglas talked at length about the emotionally charged situation project
funding creates and how to handle it:

Douglas (PS1): It’s sensitive, talking about who got money and who didn’t. But
I think we’re rather good at sticking together, we don’t want it to take over too
much. In a negative way, I mean.

Jonatan: How do you do that; can you give an example?

Douglas (PS1): Yeah sure. Ehm... When I got my recent grant, everybody con-
gratulated me and stuff like that. I said thanks and that [ was proud of it, but it’s
like, I was lucky. Luck plays an important role here. Yes, it’ s a competition, yes
you need to have a strong application, but it’s also a matter of coincidence. Who
sits in these panels and stuff like that. And if we acknowledge that it becomes
easier.

@ Springer



Between Delivery and Luck: Projectification of Academic Careers and...

According to Douglas, this let him and his peers create conditions for cooperation:

Douglas (PS1): We help each other out, in informal meetings and at seminars
and stuff. [...] When you think about it, it’s a fucking strange situation, sitting
there, trying to strengthen the application of your competitor. But it’s like, you
give and you receive. That’s the rule. One time, you help someone and the next
time you’re the one getting help.

Jonatan: Ok, but what if you’re not helping others?

Douglas (PS1): Then you become kind of isolated, you’re not really part of
the group. [...] I feel like those who don’t contribute to the work of others are
also those who usually keep things for themselves, you know, as a competitive
advantage, and that’s like, it’s not really fair. People don’t like that. You become
isolated.

Framing the outcome of project funding as luck, while at the same time altering the
meaning of competition through identification, helps early career academics to estab-
lish a working consensus according to which they can simultaneously compete and
support each other. As is evident in the above quotations, this involves junior scholars
adhering to certain informal rules on how earning the help of colleagues depends
on one’s own investment in commenting on the work of others. While such moral
commitment does not eliminate or erase conflict stemming from the competitive
structures of project-based careers, it provides strategies for temporarily resolving it
through the negotiation of action based on common values. Indeed, conceptualized
as acts of keying, the project frame is not broken or replaced, but laminated (Goft-
man 1974: 45). At the same time, these efforts to manage the potential disruptions
of social bonds within the project frame convey important cracks in this particular
way of framing academic work and careers. These cracks not only constitute interac-
tional vulnerabilities but also interactional resources by which early career academics
negotiate their normative meanings. This is because criticized elements of the project
frame become sites of boundary-making, opening up for rethinking situations and
what is expected of those involved (Tavory and Fine 2020). In this process, alterna-
tive identity positions and a sense of (weak) community are envisioned.

Imagined Futures and Slowing Down

The second tension to consider concerns the dynamics between research practices
and a sense of self-worth. Respondents in both disciplines frequently commented
critically upon the regime of valuation structured by a projectified academic land-
scape. In particular, they described the feeling of unease when adapting their research
practices to such a narrow script of success. When probed about their own aspirations
and notions of success, the respondents therefore envisioned futures that combined
tenets of hard work and adaptation to institutional demands with wider definitions of
worth. This would let them key the project frame, transforming its normative mean-
ings and their own subjective involvement. For example, when asked to reflect upon
what is needed of him in order to succeed in academia, John stated:

@ Springer



J. Nastesjo

It’s a struggle, of course. It feels like I need to do as much as possible but I
have no idea what’s enough. [...] At times, I feel like such a typical postdoc,
absorbed by this instrumental mindset. [...] But it’s like, ok, if I do this prop-
erly, if I can deliver results now, then I will get the chance to do it differently
in the future. Slow down, focus on the things I really like the most. (John, H2)

According to John, short-term contracts and the constant competition on the basis
of individual merits create immense pressure to achieve and maintain a high pace
while delivering measurable results. However, nobody seems to know what is good
enough. To deal with the tensions involved in this process, John defines his cur-
rent situation as temporary and the future as different. In this way, he connects his
short- and long-term goals in academia while at the same time creating a moral dis-
tance between them. This lets him balance between adapting to instrumental career
demands and validating his sense of self.

Alternative ways of visualizing and conceptualizing the future were a recurrent
topic in the interviews. Still, it was most widespread among the group of respondents
who had spent several years at the early career level. These scholars felt exhausted by
pressures to achieve narrow definitions of success and the competitive attitude asso-
ciated with it. When talking about the flexibility and pace needed in order to work
on a series of short-term contracts, Amy (H2) said, “I have done this for many years
now and I feel exhausted. If I am going to continue working as an academic, in the
long run, I need to start doing things differently.” In a similar vein, Peter elaborated
upon his future life in research:

I’ve been part of this postdoc race for a long time, I have published a lot and
been able to obtain funding for some projects. You know, I have done the right
things, I think... So recently, I’ve felt like it’s time to slow down a bit, try to
focus more on impact than on quantity. I mean, If I’m honest, I’'m not very
proud of everything I’ve done in recent years and I would really like to change
focus a bit. (Peter, PS1)

Often, these imagined futures had certain epistemic aspects:

I feel like, fuck this. I’ve done these obligatory postdoc publications and now
I can slow down. Before, I had two, three, four articles under review almost
all the time, but now I have one. So, it’s about slowing down and to 