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Uncertainty in Career Development

Abstract
This study examines uncertainty in the career trajectories of women faculty members in Szeged, 
with particular attention to the challenges of balancing work and personal life. We conducted 
semi-structured interviews with women faculty members at the University of Szeged, initially 
focusing on the balance between career and family roles. During the research process, however, 
it became clear how central uncertainty was to their narratives and how closely it was connect-
ed to childbearing, contractual insecurity, and professional self-esteem. Our analysis therefore 
placed uncertainty at the center and examined the domains in which it emerges, the ways in 
which women faculty members cope with it, and how all of this is related to their position as 
women academics. This issue is especially important because inequality of opportunity is ev-
ident in academic careers, uncertainty can undermine mental health, and the coping strategies 
presented here tend to preserve the vulnerability of women researchers.
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1. Introductory Reflections
A career takes shape within the triangle of aspirations, opportunities, and social influences. For 
women faculty members working at a university, career goals are likewise outlined within this 
framework: they are present in the degree itself, in movement through the stages of an academic 
career, in advancement (and stagnation), in the balancing of work and personal life, in social 
life, and in the decisions that guide them through their careers. The interviews convinced us 
that, while balancing work and personal life, the uncertainty accompanying their careers plays 
an important role in the lives and decisions of women faculty members.

In this study, we therefore address uncertainty, the lack of certainty, the areas in which 
uncertainty appears, and its effects on decisions. Our aim is to show what uncertainty means, 
what causes it, to what extent it is linked to women’s life situations, and what coping strategies 
women faculty members develop.

1.1 A Brief Note on the Research
The primary focus of our research is work-life balance among women faculty members. To 
better understand this phenomenon, we planned in-depth interviews with teaching and re-
search staff at the University of Szeged, specifically approaching those who were raising 
children or whose children were already older. We were interested in the experiences women 
faculty members had at different stages of their careers in relation to our topic. During the 
interviews, we concentrated on various dimensions of work and personal life, time manage-
ment, personal responsibilities, and family support; within this framework, we also asked 
how they began their university careers, what plans they had had and still had, and how they 
perceived the fulfillment of their careers. The semi-structured format also gave us the oppor-
tunity to explore certain questions in greater detail, which is how career uncertainty emerged 
as a theme in several interviews.

2. What Do Security, Certainty, and Uncertainty Mean in 
Career Development?
2.1 Academic and Research Careers
After completing university, many people seek positions aligned with their qualifications, others 
leave the field, and a small minority remain within the university environment - as lecturers, 
researchers, or doctoral students. Within this narrow circle, most do not regard an academic 
career as temporary; rather, they strive to remain there over the long term, make substantial 
investments (of time and leisure, and of financial resources), and actively or proactively await 
a return on those investments.
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However, academic careers are not equally accessible to men and women: both horizontal 
and vertical segregation shape women’s careers in disadvantageous ways. Even at the stage 
preceding entry into the academic teaching and research profession, women are less likely 
to choose an academic career. This is partly because they opt for family responsibilities and 
more easily accessible jobs, whereas fewer choose the academic path, with its many sacrifices 
and intense competition. All of this is consistent with narratives that construe the scientific 
career as masculine; thus, although women constitute the majority among graduates, they 
remain underrepresented among those embarking on academic careers.

Moreover, obtaining a degree, entering doctoral training, completing the doctorate, and 
beginning a career all coincide with the period in which many are also considering starting 
a family, and this often means that after childbearing they do not continue a scientific career 
because they cannot shoulder the burdens associated with it (see Szigeti – Fényes 2021).

The next such milestone is the habilitation procedure, which is expected by the university 
and is planned by career-conscious faculty members as their next step, yet it is often post-
poned out of fatigue and exhaustion (see Reszkető – Váradi 2003; Bazsa 2017).

2.1.1 Women’s Career Paths
Entry into an academic career begins with participation in doctoral training, yet participation 
is not always followed by the attainment of the doctoral degree. Roughly one-third of those 
holding a doctoral degree are women, although their proportion has been gradually increasing 
among younger generations (Szigeti & Fényes 2021). Early in their careers, they are preoc-
cupied with starting a family and raising young children; from mid-career onward, care for 
older family members also becomes a concern. Most women faculty members who build their 
careers step by step – publication by publication – work on fixed-term contracts; their careers 
are shadowed by the glass ceiling above them and, overall, by male dominance in leadership 
positions.

Women’s academic career paths are accompanied throughout by attempts - more and 
less successful - to coordinate work and activities at home, and this typically constitutes 
an additional burden for women (ld. Engler és mtsai 2021). Yet this is not unambiguously 
only a burden: it is also a life goal, recreation, renewal, security, and emotional balance. At 
the same time, a career cannot be reduced either to the gender dimension or to work-life 
balance alone, since numerous other factors may support or hinder its unfolding, including 
the following:

•	 psychological condition and crises
•	 behavior and commitment
•	 family background
•	 social expectations
•	 the organizational culture of the institution in question
•	 economic resources.
The relevant literature also mentions the pedagogical factor (Szigeti 2020; Bocsi és mtsai 

2018); this may certainly be important at the beginning of a career, but across the full spec-
trum it exerts only an indirect effect, appearing in the areas of professional socialization and 
integration into organizational culture.
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A particularly sensitive issue in women’s career paths is childbearing: its timing, the tim-
ing of the return from childcare leave, childcare itself, participation in reproductive proce-
dures, child-related sick leave, painful menstruation, and the vulnerability that follows from 
one’s life situation. Taken together, these factors make the unfolding of women’s careers more 
difficult, although the surrounding organizational culture and individual managerial perspec-
tives are of course also important (see Paksi – Nagy – Király 2016).

2.1.2 Career Development and Security
Academic careers are rooted in university education, even if we regard participation in doc-
toral training as the point of entry. Career development thus begins very early and, in many 
cases, also ends early. Behind this, we perceive the absence of security - uncertainty - as a 
horizontal problem. The risk associated with the return on substantial investment is high: ne-
ither the time invested nor the personal and family funds spent are guaranteed to pay off; mar-
ket-sector jobs are more attractive, academic employment is more uncertain, and salaries are 
also lower. Thus, vocation, commitment, and research curiosity are what mainly keep young 
people within this plan, yet they immediately encounter uncertainty as well; and although 
there is no registry comparable to that maintained for university and doctoral training that 
records why people abandon the academic path, there are probably overlaps (Szigeti 2020).

2.2 Personal Competencies and Professional Socialization
Those who choose an academic career trust in the development of their own interests, in 
successful learning, and often in participation in scholarly life. Professional socialization at 
the university is built precisely on this: on a system of interests and abilities, and the young 
faculty member, as a novice, does not necessarily receive a tutor (for the importance of this, 
see Tardos – Paksi 2021). Internal university communication reinforces institutional identity 
and expresses the university’s values and interests; regulations designate the room for maneu-
ver; and future faculty members already acquire basic knowledge while they are university 
students. In this sense, professional socialization is an internalizing process that constructs, 
out of immersive experiences, an image of the proper and successful teacher and of that role’s 
goals.

There are also opportunities to develop personal competencies, not only through internal 
university training, but also during the years spent as a doctoral student and through work 
with one’s supervisor.

All of this should play an important role in defining professional life goals, yet there are 
considerable differences in this respect. These differences also appear in the analysis of gen-
der disparities: although childbearing entails career interruption, the traditional career model 
is the same for women and men and establishes expectations that are difficult to meet along-
side dual goals (see Engler 2021).

The development of personal competencies - as will also emerge from the interviews later 
in this study - is treated as the individual responsibility of the faculty member, even though 
this is not only a matter of habitus but should also involve the maturation of professional per-
spectives through professional collaboration (ld. Susánszky & Szántó 2017).
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3. Narratives of Career Uncertainty - Findings from the 
Empirical Study
3.1 The Interviewees Featured in This Study: A Brief Introduction

The present study focuses on narratives about career uncertainty. In order to make their per-
spectives and career paths intelligible, we briefly introduce here those interviewees who spoke 
most vividly about uncertainty and whose narrative details are included in the study. To protect 
their anonymity, we changed their names, and we do not wish to disclose their identities more 
precisely within their respective disciplines.

Kármen is a natural scientist who recently earned her doctorate, with several years of uni-
versity laboratory experience behind her, a registered patent, and, at the time of the interview, 
she was living through the end of her academic career. She is a young mother of several chil-
dren who – as had already become evident by the time this paper was being written – changed 
careers.

Emília earned her Candidate of Sciences degree a quarter of a century ago, likewise in the 
natural sciences. Her career has been shaped primarily by an academic research institute and a 
university department; the department has employed her at times informally as a favor, at times 
as an invited lecturer, and at times on a fixed-term contract. Her child is already an adult, and 
her husband is also a natural scientist.

Kamilla earned her doctorate in the social sciences during her childcare leave, from which 
she recently returned; she is raising several young children.

Kinga completed her doctorate in the humanities and, at the time of the interview, was pre-
paring for her habilitation. She is a mother of several children who, following her university 
years, had worked for nearly 20 years at the university and in university research, always on 
fixed-term contracts. At the time of the interview, that contract had expired, and she hoped for a 
more durable continuation at another university.

Kata works in the humanities, likewise on a succession of one- and two-year contracts, and 
is also a mother of several children. She speaks and teaches several languages at a high level and 
therefore sees greater potential in capitalizing on this talent.

Emma not only teaches in the social sciences but has also been able to test herself in a 
mid-level leadership role. At home, her husband and an older child await her.

Júlia works in the field of law and has likewise tried herself in middle management; by now 
she is more concerned with finding her successor, as she is at the end of her career. She did not 
have children of her own, but she raised two children.

Eliza works in the social sciences, holds the rank of master instructor, and devotes part of her 
free time to working with children and young people. She is raising her two older children alone.

Célia also works in the social sciences, is raising a young child, and recently returned to 
work.

3.2 The Evaluation and Interpretation of Career in the Interviews
The career paths that emerged from the analysis show that our interviewees began their academ-
ic careers slowly, haltingly, and uncertainly, and for most of them this has remained a recurring 
experience because of repeated fixed-term contracts and changes in their personal life situations.
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For them, a career clearly means the academic profession, within which they can participate 
effectively and successfully in national and international scholarly life through their research 
and pass on their experience, commitments, and professional views to the next generation. Their 
personal career goals emphasize continuity and recognition, while required performance tasks, 
formal qualifications, and habilitation provide the framework and necessary instruments for 
realizing those goals.

It is an intriguing reading of their individual development to consider where they currently 
stand; however, the thematic focus - the way uncertainty was unfolded in the interviews - also 
implies that several have become stuck in their careers, others have accepted this, and at the 
time the interviews were conducted, three of them were in the process of saying farewell to their 
careers at the University of Szeged.

3.3 Elements of Security in the Narratives of Women Faculty Members
Security means a career path that can be guided predictably, in proportion to time and perfor-
mance, with advancement through its stages following accordingly. Security also means that 
progress based on performance is not interrupted by events in personal life (the birth of a child, 
the raising of a young child), so that career advancement can continue alongside continued 
performance.

Our interviewees would also perceive it as security if their contracts covered their presence 
at each stage of the career ladder and they could be certain that they would be able to work in 
the academic sphere over the long term. They also recognize the advantages of an open-ended 
contract - for example when applying for a housing loan - and they see it as beneficial in the 
longer term as well.

For them, security would also mean being able to see beyond one- or two-year contracts, or 
knowing that after a given achievement (for example after earning a doctorate or completing 
habilitation) promotion would follow predictably and within a short period of time.

Furthermore, for many of them even a predictable imbalance between work and personal 
life would seem sufficient to feel secure in both their careers and their relationships with their 
children or partners. This also means that they no longer aspire to an apparently unattainable 
balance between work and personal life: they know, and perceive clearly, that this career de-
mands far more than that. What they find difficult to bear - and, because of their life situations 
and age, increasingly difficult to bear - is when work repeatedly consumes substantial periods 
they might otherwise spend at home and with their families. For this reason, several mentioned 
how consciously they try to exclude the workplace from their personal lives, but these appear 
to be individualized efforts rather than features built into the academic career path. At the same 
time, contemporary initiatives (mindfulness, hygge, yoga etc.) recur precisely because through 
them, or in longing for them, they can find a predictable imbalance. In relation to work and per-
sonal life, predictable imbalance thus means that certain campaign-like periods of work (grant 
applications, the submission of papers and theses, the development of a new course) produce 
levels of workload that may disrupt daily routines at the expense of time and care devoted to 
children, intimate relationships, and the home, as well as self-reflection and personal time. Yet 
these sacrifices – especially at the beginning of a career – are ones they are willing to make, 
since they may strengthen one’s work position. As time passes, however, they increasingly feel 
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that the conditional is stronger: academic careers do reward perseverance and the sacrifice of 
time and personal life, but they do not necessarily lead to a better situation, at most to a similar 
position for yet another period. The system in itself is sufficient to justify speaking of vertical 
segregation.

Several of our interviewees spoke about the initial period and their efforts through a par-
ticular type of experience, and all of this reinforces narratives about the perception of the glass 
ceiling.

•	 Kinga, for example, reported that after obtaining her degree she worked for a living, 
and then, while caring for a very young child, she received a teaching opportunity that 
was important and prestigious for her. Had she accepted it, however, under the rules 
in force at the time she would have lost her childcare benefit, and financially this was 
not remotely advantageous. It was even suggested that she might undertake the work 
for free, but this still would not have solved the problem of who would look after the 
young child in the meantime. (Interview with Kinga, who taught in the humanities for 
many years.)

•	 Emma and Célia began their academic careers in different periods, yet their supervisors 
handled their introduction to the world of university work in the same sketchy way: they 
were shown a desk, given a timetable, and received no further guidance. They had to 
find their own way into teaching and research work in an environment where everyone 
else already had an established role, and thus transition and connection were missing. 
After returning from childcare, Célia experienced this again and reported that she felt 
it badly: ‚I had been away for a year and a half, I did not know what was going on here 
in the institute, and I did not feel that kind of transition that would have allowed me to 
know how to return, to switch my mind back on.’ In the position of a leader, she said, 
she would have asked the returning colleague about her plans (Célia, a doctoral student 
and faculty member in the social sciences). The coordination of plans also arose for 
several interviewees as something necessary for workplace integration; in its absence, 
they feel that a faculty member becomes merely a cog in the machine, and the perspec-
tive-building associated with genuine career thinking is missing.

3.4 Certainty and Uncertainty in the Narratives of Women Faculty 
Members

In connection with the beginning of an academic career, our interviewees reported the uncer-
tainties they had to confront:

•	 it was not certain that they would be able to continue their work at the university
•	 once they finished university, tutoring support also ended, so they were left alone with 

the question of whether they should continue, make further efforts, and what outcomes 
they could expect from those efforts (Interviews: Emma, Kriszta, Kata, Kamilla)

•	 part-time teaching required greater flexibility from their primary workplace, which an 
early-career academic did not necessarily receive

•	 part-time teaching could drag on for years, continually encouraging the young research-
er/faculty member to make further investments
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•	 alternation among fixed-term contracts financed by universities, research institutions, 
and projects kept young researchers in prolonged uncertainty, and this was a personal 
experience for our interviewees

•	 family support gradually weakened as they moved toward an uncertain academic posi-
tion (this arose in relation to conference travel, taking on new contracts, and weekend 
and evening tasks - Interviews: Emma, Emília, Kata, Kamilla).

The certainty that accompanies the beginning of a career lies in motivation, research curi-
osity, intellectual needs, and family support with respect to childcare, taking over family tasks, 
and providing mental support.

3.5 Dimensions of Career Uncertainty in Women’s Academic Careers
Our interviewees reported that academic teaching careers began with difficulty and that they 
had to mobilize numerous resources in order for their status to stabilize after a few years - for 
example, through an open-ended contract. But not everyone experienced such stabilization: 
several interviewees indicated that they had already been working for more than a decade on 
fixed-term contracts, sometimes with interruptions, and - as they put it - they even had to be 
grateful, because that was what was made to be felt to them (Interviews: Kamilla, Kata). Emma 
had moved beyond fixed-term contracts, but with regard to her career of more than twenty years 
she noted that feedback was often absent: ‚if you are good enough, they extend your contract, 
and that itself is the feedback’ (Emma, from the social sciences, previously worked as a mid-lev-
el manager).

The prolonged persistence of uncertainty can also produce problems of self-evaluation, 
which emerge in relation to merit, advancement (or the lack of it), and collegial comparison.

Periods of childbearing and the care of young children are especially sensitive from the 
perspective of career uncertainty and also carry the risk of leaving the profession, since cam-
paign-like tasks (grant writing, project reports, financial accounting) are difficult to reconcile 
with research and teaching loads. The latter may seem flexible, and indeed when class schedules 
are prepared the wishes of those raising children are taken into account, yet these arrangements 
do not necessarily adapt to the life situation of parents with young children.
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The family plays a particularly important role: the extent to which it understands, accepts, 
and supports the launching and maintenance of an academic career. It is a major advantage when 
the partner and/or parents also work in academic settings (Interviews with Emma, Emília, and 
Kinga).

Uncertainty may lead to a gradual erosion of loyalty and to new career plans, which can 
result in the loss of qualified faculty members and in their departure from the profession (Inter-
views with Eliza, Kármen, and Kinga).

3.6 Family, Personal Life, and Career Uncertainty
The main focus of our research is work-life balance, and we do not elaborate its many dimen-
sions in this study; instead, we concentrate on how family and personal life help to alleviate or 
overcome career uncertainty.

Several interviewees reported that, consciously and after many difficult experiences and sac-
rifices, they had constructed their own ways of separating work from personal life. This supports 
the unity of the family, the mental health of the woman faculty member, and at the same time her 
teaching and research work, because it leaves time for physical, mental, and spiritual renewal 
and recreation. Yet not all of our interviewees went through this conscious process. Emília is 
particularly notable among them, because for most of her career she was unable to set work 
aside, and it was only once her child had reached adulthood that, in the interest of preserving her 
health, she took steps to protect her mental well-being, reduce stress, and draw boundaries. Until 
her child was about ten years old, however, it was extremely burdensome to compress work into 
working hours and to refrain from working at home.

‚So, to summarize briefly, during those ten years I was constantly struggling for bal-
ance, and I constantly felt - and came to the conclusion - that I had not managed to find it. 
And that was because I had not established those milestones, or rather I had not managed 
to establish those principles and those truly important points I should have reached, and 
in relation to which I should have adapted while raising a small child - alongside research 
work that demanded a whole person, or rather one and a half whole people. So when the 
child was born, that was definitely a turning point in the search for balance between per-
sonal life and work.’ (Emília, a researcher approaching the end of her career)

The interviews covered different stages of the career, and it thus became visible to us that 
there are periods in which the interviewees receive more security and support in their personal 
lives for the continuation of their academic careers. At the same time, all of them reported that 
in certain situations or phases their families and friends questioned the rationality of the energy 
invested in an academic career. These questions arose in the most difficult periods: when either 
the family or the workplace was undergoing change. The interviewees themselves did not nec-
essarily experience these periods as crises, because they had become accustomed to the burden 
and to the system of expectations, but they became exhausted.

‚My only help [at that time] was my husband; he supports us financially, so I cannot ask him, 
while he is supporting us, to make himself available for the time when I am teaching, so [at that 
point] I could not take this on,’ says our interviewee Kinga, highlighting that she was repeatedly 
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confronted with the expectation that she should make greater efforts, since her husband ensured 
the family’s livelihood. This is a profound dissonance that, moreover, places an outdated frame-
work around the autonomy of the woman faculty member.

As we elaborate in the later chapter, because of the mental burdens arising from career un-
certainty and other factors, several interviewees consciously separate work time from personal 
time. As Célia explained, she creates the conditions for work by involving her family, and after 
work she no longer works:

‚Recently I have had a rule that once I go home, I do not work anymore. That is ex-
actly why I am here today, because today my parents are looking after the little one, and 
whatever ongoing matters we have, or the study I am writing, I am doing it here until, I do 
not know, half past three, and then I go home, and at home I do the housework, play with 
my child, talk with my husband, so I try to be present in my own life. Well, it is not only 
conscious, it is also necessary, because I became very tired during these two semesters.’ 
(Célia, a doctoral student and faculty member in the social sciences)

It is not the purpose of this study to show how many things women faculty members are oc-
cupied with in their personal lives, nor that most of them manage household work and childcare 
according to traditional gender roles, while a few do so in less traditional arrangements. Even 
so, it is worth briefly touching on the support systems behind the faculty members. This back-
ground supports academic careers and sometimes understands them from within, but it certainly 
reacts when the amount of work proliferates or when uncertainty becomes overwhelmingly 
corrosive. We might also say that family and friends help women faculty members see their 
situation and their careers realistically.

3.7 Career Consciousness and Career Uncertainty
In terms of career consciousness, our interviewees are familiar with the milestones associated 
with the profession, but they are often absorbed by the demands of the given period and can see 
no farther than one examination period to the next. In this respect, Júlia’s experience is distinc-
tive: she feels that she now has enough experience to shape her own tasks and workload:

‚If I decide that I will put more energy into this, or take on two more things as well, 
then nobody is going to say, oh, less would also be enough, or it is enough if you hand that 
in two months later. So it is not due to external pressure, and that is why I used the word 
routine: I have a routine for how to distribute all this so that I can actually preserve for 
myself the possibility of moving from one thing to another, and of switching off from one 
through the other.’ (Júlia, a mid-level manager working in the field of law)

Career conceptions take shape along tasks, completions, and achievements, and career con-
sciousness follows these as well. The steps they take for their careers are often improvisational, 
as is their later judgment of whether those steps were correct. Moreover, the career does not 
stand alone. Sometimes, as Eliza recounts, one’s family life situation helps determine whether 
to take steps toward the next milestone or, on the contrary, to postpone them. In this respect, 
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consciousness leads into uncertainty, because they know that their workplace and personal ob-
ligations collide.

One factor generating uncertainty comes from colleagues who do not support advancement, do 
not see the respondents’ participation in scientific life as important, or actively make them unsure 
about whether they should move forward. During the interview, Emma recounted that ‚I got so 
many jabs from a few people there in the department: why do you need a doctorate [...] that after 
all this I did not understand it, although I eventually finished it; the head of department, however, 
was pleased’ (Emma, from the social sciences, previously worked as a mid-level manager).

The women faculty members we interviewed are aware of the milestones (doctorate, ha-
bilitation, academic doctoral procedure), as well as the mandatory teaching hours specified in 
their contracts. Even so, several of them overcommit themselves, primarily in terms of teaching 
hours and secondarily in supervising theses. Célia articulated the reason for overcommitment 
very precisely:

‚I feel that if I say no, the world will not collapse, but that I will get a black mark, or 
things like that, that then it will no longer be possible. Not only that they will not ask me, 
but that they may not invite me into something else, which would not be an extra burden 
but maybe some research from which one could write a publication or something similar. 
So somewhere this will be a disadvantage for me. That is the right word. Up to that point 
you have been left out of something, you feel you have fallen behind, and then they say, 
ah, of course, that is why you have not published!’ (Célia, a woman faculty member in the 
social sciences with a young child)

The periodically recurring ‚parking’ phase also creates uncertainty in a career. This is when, 
after completing university, after obtaining the absolutorium in doctoral training, or even after 
defending the doctorate, the future woman faculty member seeks - or is forced to seek - work 
outside the university and academic sphere because the university cannot offer a position. While 
from the university’s perspective this is neutral, or rather invisible, something happening outside 
its walls, and while future women faculty members often gain practical experience that they can 
later use in their careers, research, or teaching, it still generates uncertainty: should they con-
tinue making steps and efforts so that they can continue an academic career? Our interviewees 
typically mentioned that they used income earned in their non-university jobs to attend domestic 
and international conferences, in order to soften the stagnation of their careers. An interesting 
element is that for several interviewees in whom this arose, hesitation about whether to continue 
an academic career as soon as an opportunity emerged was accompanied by the following:

•	 the teaching and research efforts already made appear as an investment, and leaving the 
profession would mean destroying that investment

•	 further efforts seem to reduce the risk associated with the earlier investment
•	 an internal need drives further research, publications, and conference participation
•	 their social capital does not expand
•	 career building rests on earlier experiences and follows the same patterns they learned 

during training
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•	 they view this period ‚outside’ as temporary
•	 they are indulgent toward the university and their mentor for the fact that they do not 

have a university job.

Viewed from a later stage of life, however, and furnished with different experiences, these 
considerations appear in the narratives precisely as the counterpoints to professional career con-
sciousness, and it is even suggested that this is an outdated practice in today’s world, both for 
the prospective faculty member and for university human-resource management.

Later periods, especially the phase following the doctoral defense, are weak in terms of ca-
reer consciousness. They know that they must at least undertake the habilitation procedure, and 
the teaching contract provides a strong framework, but this kind of career consciousness is not 
comparable to that of market actors. At the same time, when the older interviewees speak about 
their careers, commitment to teaching, enjoyment of teaching and research work with students, 
the presence of challenges and collaborations, and the existence of an intellectual community 
repeatedly come to the fore. These matter much more powerfully in keeping women faculty 
members on the path and making them feel that it is their vocation than anything resembling 
professionalized career consciousness.

In connection with the ‚parking’ narratives, short or longer interruptions between fixed-term 
contracts must also be mentioned. As described above, these make career building more difficult 
and increase career uncertainty. Yet the promise relating to the next period - a secure contin-
uation for one or two years - is present before the hesitating person. As the end of fixed-term 
contracts approaches, they experience a strong existential crisis and find themselves in a very 
poor bargaining position. This could come at the expense of research, publication, and teaching, 
yet women faculty members try to bridge it because of their professional and teaching commit-
ment. They also try to bridge the periods regarded as temporary - between two contracts - in 
which teaching must continue even though it cannot be financed. From the perspective of career 
consciousness, this is the most difficult point: if we look at this phenomenon rationally, we can 
see that one’s bargaining position deteriorates if someone gives away her knowledge and time 
for free. Yet even per-course teaching contracts are problematic from this standpoint, because 
compared with market hourly wages they are paid more poorly, and such contracts often do not 
even include preparation, grading, or examination.

Several interviewees nevertheless reported that this is the natural path of an academic teach-
ing career; it too is an investment, a way of building trust. What even they no longer see as 
natural, however, is that the succession of fixed-term contracts may last five or ten years, or even 
longer, and they also perceive that this is typically a woman faculty member’s fate. It would 
be worth extending the research in this direction and examining how many years a woman and 
a man faculty member spend in academic careers before receiving an open-ended contract, 
including the contracts that tie them to the university - through projects, research groups, per-
course teaching contracts, or otherwise. For the purposes of our research, however, it is suffi-
cient that the interviewees perceive this as a specifically female academic fate.

Overall, it is attachments, professional commitments, and unending research curiosity that 
most strongly keep women faculty members within or close to the academic sphere, and these 
persist even when they are temporarily distanced from the profession because of the absence of 



132 Studies 2026. 1.

a contract or because of childrearing. We do not assume that the university as an organization 
uses this consciously, but it is worth considering how it might be effectively incorporated into 
career-conscious employer plans and how it might be encouraged.

3.8 Career amid Uncertainty - Coping Strategies
Despite the many uncertainties surrounding the careers of the interviewed women faculty 
members, they continue to move within the academic sphere and their plans are still tied to it. 
This is partly due to their internal motivations, which persistently connect them to teaching, 
and partly to their personal research commitments, which carry them forward from time to 
time. Research curiosity continues to move them even during prolonged absences and re-
mains with them even when - especially in the first few years of their careers - they are not 
bound by contract.

In addition, they develop coping strategies that, on the one hand, help them remain within 
the academic sphere and, on the other, help them lay down the mental burdens of uncertainty. 
The former includes continuing to publish, choosing conference participation rationally (by 
applying for support, selecting options that are financially and geographically accessible, that 
can be accommodated alongside the current job, and that contribute to the development of 
good professional relationships), participating in research grants, and searching and applying 
for university job openings. These activities also appear as the end of a fixed-term contract 
approaches, even alongside hope for continuation, and they may submit several applications 
simultaneously. Existential security is also created by the fact that several interviewees take 
jobs in the public sector or even beyond it; in the absence of a university contract or between 
two contracts, these may become primary and help them get through the question of liveli-
hood. At the same time, this means that they often work at the university alongside one or two 
secondary jobs, which requires not only coordination among jobs and time management but 
is also quite exhausting. It is burdensome for another reason as well: before transitional peri-
ods arrive, changing the proportions of primary and secondary employment requires strategic 
decisions, and if the university contract is ultimately continued, those proportions have to be 
rearranged once again. Nor is it a secret that all this greatly affects livelihood, and it is rare 
for the partner of a woman faculty member to earn so well that the loss of one salary causes 
no problem.

Uncertainty, concerns about existential livelihood, self-evaluation, professional self-es-
teem, and the lack of recognition are mentally taxing, which further intensifies career un-
certainty. Leaving the profession arose in several interviews, especially where fixed-term 
contracts recurred repeatedly. As a counterpoint to this, and sometimes motivated by pre-
serving mental health, sometimes by defiance, and sometimes by the interests of a partner-
ship, activities that prioritize work-life balance also emerge. Deliberately designating time 
for recreation, hobbies, children, and the partner is an important step for many interviewees, 
and in numerous cases this followed a more difficult period. These decisions clearly delineate 
boundaries for the afternoon, evening, night, weekends, and vacations. Such reactions build 
on the experiences of earlier periods and reflect a decision that things will never again be as 
they were then. Accordingly, workplace emails, phone calls, student papers, and student mes-
sages (by email, through the study system, or on Facebook) are consciously limited during the 
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designated periods - either by deliberately not opening them or by making technical settings. 
During the lockdowns associated with the COVID-19 pandemic, the younger interviewees 
mostly experienced how important it was not to be continuously reachable and ready to re-
spond, because otherwise even the remainder of their personal lives would disappear. Several 
of them said in the interviews that it was then that they experienced the intensity of pressure 
associated with working from home, and it was then that they established the time slots in 
which they work, and the time slots in which they may be working but are not available.

Periods of overcommitment (the end of the teaching term, the beginning of the examina-
tion period, grant submission deadlines) typically reinforce the decision that it is important 
to draw these boundaries. As Célia says at one point in the interview, ‚I am trying somehow 
to reclaim this time that I may have lost there - in rest, in time spent with my child’ (Célia, a 
doctoral student and faculty member in the social sciences), but Emma, Eliza, and Kármen 
believe just as clearly that such time cannot be recovered.

4. Conclusion
Our study examines the uncertainties and coping strategies characterizing the career paths of 
women faculty members in Szeged, with particular emphasis on the challenges of work-life 
balance. We seek to show that although careers take shape in relation to personal aspirations, 
social roles, and opportunities, academic careers are especially risky for women because hori-
zontal and vertical segregation, frequent fixed-term contracts, and family obligations signifi-
cantly hinder advancement.

The study focuses on career uncertainty among women faculty members in Szeged, which 
we explored through in-depth interviews. Among our principal questions were what certainty 
and security - and their absence - mean for women faculty members, and how these affect pro-
fessional decisions. The findings show that women encounter multiple forms of uncertainty 
in the course of their careers; these arise partly from organizational culture, partly from their 
personal histories, and partly from the specific characteristics of women’s academic careers.

According to the narratives, uncertainty is mostly linked to milestones and contract chang-
es, to reaching particular stages of the career, and to the ancillary efforts required and the risks 
associated with the energy invested. Women faculty members employ various coping strate-
gies, such as continuing to publish, expanding their professional networks, and consciously 
separating personal life from work in order to find mental footholds in uncertain situations. 
The study also emphasizes that career uncertainty can, over the long term, lead to problems 
of self-evaluation, departure from the profession, or career change.

The study contributes to questions of gender equality and the sustainability of women’s 
academic careers by emphasizing the interactions among family and relational capital, mental 
health, and career development.
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