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ABSTRACT
This study describes how parents in academia negotiate their professional
identity in relation to dominant discourses of science as a calling. Based on
in-depth interviews with men and women academics in a Dutch university,
five discursive strategies are distilled that reconcile contradictory claims of
academia and parenthood. Parents are conforming, suffering or fighting
dominant discourses, are optimistic about or pragmatically arranging
academia and parenthood. These discursive strategies illustrate agency
of parents, simultaneously subscribing to dominant discourses and
negotiating alternative stances. Furthermore, from focus groups with
leaders we distilled how the material structure of different schools,
reflected in the rules and procedures regulating standards to which
institutions and individuals are held, sets limits to discursive strategies
that academics adopt. We identify the constraints and room for agency
and argue that agency can only lead to transformation when
transcending individual awareness by moving towards collective action.

KEYWORDS
Parents in academia;
discursive strategies;
professional identity;
hegemonic masculinity;
material structure; agency

Introduction

Combining parenthood and academia is not yet a matter of course (Hardy et al. 2018; Harris, Myers,
and Ravenswood 2019; Sallee 2013; Santos and Cabral-Cardoso 2008). Academia as a profession is
often construed to be all-encompassing and even a ‘calling’ without much room for other identities
(Fox, Fonseca, and Bao 2011; Herschberg et al. 2014; Maranto and Griffin 2011; Sallee 2013). The
dominant discourse expects academics to work long hours, be available 24–7, avoid teaching and
administration duties in favour of a single-minded pursuit of status-promoting research (Bleijen-
bergh, van Engen, and Vinkenburg 2013). In this discourse of hegemonic masculinity, childbirth,
raising children, and fulfilling care responsibilities challenge academic’s professional identity (Hal-
rynjo 2009; Knights and Richards 2003; Fletcher et al. 2007; Kvande 2009; Raddon 2002). Parents in
academia therefore permanently need to reinstate and negotiate their professional identity
(Herman and Lewis 2012; Herschberg et al. 2014). In this paper, we show that both mothers and
fathers in academia who claim time for caregiving need to safeguard their professional identities.
We define professional identity as ‘one’s professional self-concept based on attributes, beliefs,
motives and experiences’ (Slay and Smith, 2011: 86).
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In this study, we examine how professionals in higher education address the contradictory claims
of academia and parenthood. Based on interviews and focus groups we distil five discursive strat-
egies, rhetorical acts of claiming membership of a community, in which parents in academia nego-
tiate their professional identity; (i) conforming, (ii) suffering or (iii) fighting dominant discourses, (iv)
being optimistic about or (v) pragmatically arranging academia and parenthood. Second, our study
contributes to the current knowledge by highlighting how the material structure in which these pro-
fessionals operate influences the discursive strategies that academics use. These discursive strategies
reflect the agency of parents in academia in addressing the dominant discourse. We follow Zanoni
and Janssens in defining agency as ‘human beings double capability to be reflexive about their situ-
ation - their “discursive consciousness” – and to act upon it to “make a difference”’ (Zanoni & Jans-
sens, 2007: 1376). We argue that this agency can only lead to the transformation of the dominant
discourse when it transcends individual awareness and moves towards collective action (cf. Harris,
Myers, and Ravenswood 2019; Sallee 2013). After outlining literature on professional identity, hege-
monic masculinity and parenthood, we describe our study context. The results section describes our
findings related to the dominant discourse, after which our five discursive strategies are presented.
The material structure is described and we discuss how this sets boundaries for the use of discursive
strategies. We discuss room for agency and change within this structure in our discussion.

Professional identity, hegemonic masculinity and parenthood

For most academics their profession is not just work, but part of their core identity (Hermanowicz 2016).
Weber, already in 1919 stated that science is a ‘passion and a calling’ (in Fox et al. 2011, 717) ‘in which
only those who are solely devoted to their work may be said to have “personality”’. Not so much has
changed. Recent research still depicts the academic as someone who is fully devoted to work unencum-
bered with care responsibilities (Damaske et al. 2014; Halrynjo 2009; Herschberg et al. 2014; Ylijoki, 2013).

The professional identity of the academic is embedded in discourses of hegemonic masculinity
(Bailyn 2003; Knights and Richards 2003; Smith 2008). With hegemonic masculinity we mean that dis-
courses reflect an emphasis on individual competition (Fletcher et al. 2007), a strong performance orien-
tation (Harley 2003; Smith 2008; Fletcher et al. 2007), a self-evidence of working long hours (Maranto and
Griffin 2011; Fox et al. 2011) and practically unlimited availability (Fletcher et al. 2007; Santos and Cabral-
Cardoso 2008). Discourses of hegemonic masculinity are reinforced by disciplinary technologies, which
we define as the rules and procedures that regulate the standards to which institutions and their con-
stituent individuals are held. These disciplinary technologies determine what it means to be successful
and define the ways academics ‘come to know and challenge the ways in which their identities are con-
stituted in the organization’ (Thomas and Davies 2002, 373). Scholars (Huang, Pang and Yu 2018; Tapa-
nilla, Siivonen, and Filander 2018; Teelken and Deem 2013) argue that increasing managerialism results
in professional identities of academics to be increasingly dependent on individual performance evalu-
ation criteria such as the number of top-tier publications and research grants. The more these evaluation
criteria are both ‘absolute and subjective’ – becoming more untenable – (Fox et al. 2011) the more aca-
demics become anxious to preserve their professional status (Hermanowicz 2016).

Societal discourses about fatherhood and motherhood influence the professional identity of aca-
demics as well. Fathers in academia traditionally were considered to be fully devoted to work, leaving
care and household responsibilities entirely to their spouses (Damaske et al. 2014; Reddick et al.
2012). In contrast, mothers in academia were supposed to have care and household responsibilities
next to their academic work, hindering full devotion to their work (Wolfinger, Mason, and Goulden
2008). Yet, due to the increasing number of dual earner couples among academics both men and
women in academia have care and household responsibilities (Herschberg et al. 2014; Reddick
et al. 2012) and therefore need to permanently reinstate and negotiate their professional identity.
We further this discussion by examining how professionals in a Dutch university address the contra-
dictory claims of academia and parenthood. Furthermore, we explore how the material structure in
this organization sets limits to discursive strategies that academics can use.
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Case study context

We examine the discursive strategies of parents in academia in the particular case of academia in the
Netherlands. The gender gap in senior academic positions is relatively large in the Netherlands. The
case study university had 14% women full professors in 2014, which was below the Dutch average of
17% (LNVH 2015). We conducted interviews and focus groups with leaders of each of the five schools
of the university as part of a larger multi-method case study into the underrepresentation of women
at this Dutch university (Bleijenbergh, and Van Engen 2015). The project was initiated by the first
author, an academic in this university, with the aim to increase gender equality in this organization.
A grant of the executive board allowed her to hire a research team, including the other two authors.
All authors identified as feminist scholars.

Most schools had a tenure track system for hires at the assistant professor level. Assistant pro-
fessors need to publish a certain number of papers in top-tier journals to be eligible for a tenured
position. Some schools were working towards implementing such a tenure track system. Research
time for faculty (assistant, associate and full professors) generally was allocated based on their absol-
ute number and type of academic publications. The university had a number of care-related policies
in place, such as paid maternity leave (16 weeks), paid paternity leave (one day) and partly paid par-
ental leave (12 weeks), the right to work part-time, flexible hours and teleworking.

In the case study, university men academics on average formally work 30.8 hours per week com-
pared to 29.6 for women academics (c.f. a formal full-time week is 38 hours). Mothers on average
work three hours a week less than non-mothers, and fathers 2.5 hours less than non-fathers. Yet,
men academics are more likely to have children than women academics (53% versus 47%) and
have relatively more children than women academics (2.63 versus 1.90).

Method

A two-step approach was used for data-collection and analysis. First, we held 18 semi-structured
interviews with academics with children as part of a larger purposive sample of 45 academics. The
first author took care not to interview or conduct focus groups in her own school. The academics
with children ranged in positions from assistant professor (four men, six women), associate professor
(two women), to full professor (three men, three women).1 Interviewees were divided over all Schools;
three at the School of Economics and Business Administration, five at the School of Law, three at the
School of Social Sciences, four at the School of Humanities and, three at the School of Theology. Nine
interviewees worked full-time (four men and five women) and nine worked part-time (18–32 hours
per week, two men and seven women). Table 1 summarizes the number of interviewees and focus
groups participants per school.

We used a detailed questionnaire to encourage the academics to reflect on critical moments
during their career paths. We asked them about career goals, conceptions of success and failure,
and experiences with combining work with parenthood. Furthermore, we asked about organizational
support in combining work and family life, the role of the supervisor, and the role of colleagues. We
presented a preliminary analysis of the interviews via focus groups with leaders (deans, directors and

Table 1. Participants (interviewees and focus group participants).

School Interviews Focus groups

Economics & Business Administration 3 (1 men, 2 women) 8 (6 men, 2 women)
Law 5 (2 men, 3 women) 13 (12 men, 1 woman)
Social Sciences 3 (1 man, 2 women) 6 (5 men, 1 woman)
Humanities 4 (1 man, 3 women) 6 (6 men)
Theology 3 (1 man, 2 women) 2 (2 men)
Total 18 (6 men, 12 women) 35 (31 men, 4 women)
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department chairs of each school). In five focus groups, with in total of 35 participants, we validated
our preliminary findings, involving these stakeholders in the interpretation of the results.

All interviews and focus groups were transcribed verbatim. We coded the transcripts according to
a method of inductive coding (Corbin and Strauss 2008), always coding with two researchers to
support interrater reliability. Sensitizing concepts in our analysis were professional identity, hegemo-
nic masculinity and parenthood. By constant comparison within and between interviews, we were
able to identify the contradictory claims that these academics face and five discursive strategies
they adopt. Moreover, constant comparison between interviews and focus group transcripts shed
light on the role of the material structure.

Results

The contradictory claims of academia and parenthood

Our analysis reveals that the interviewees face contradictory claims of academia and parenthood. The
dominant discourse depicts the academic as someone for whom work is omnipresent in life. Intervie-
wees argue working in academia requires working in the evenings and weekends in order to achieve
a high number of academic publications, which they consider the most important performance
evaluation criterion in their university (‘the most important thing for your career’). The importance
of working overtime for living up to the dominant discourse is shared unanimously (‘it is as simple
as that’) among interviewees:

The fact remains that the most important thing for your career is publishing, as well as good performance. (Inter-
viewee A, woman assistant professor)

Working at the university simply means working overtime, it is as simple as that.

(Interviewee D, woman assistant professor)

Our analysis shows that the professional identity of academics is strongly affected by their number
of academic publications and the associated amount of research time that is allocated to them. Many
interviewees immediately designate these criteria for success as difficult to combine with care
responsibilities. After having stressed the importance of publishing, as illustrated above, interviewee
A immediately brings up this difficulty:

If you have a family and certainly with young children, it becomes harder to do the extra things that help make
publications possible. So in that respect I do think it makes it harder to pursue and advance your career. (Inter-
viewee A, woman assistant professor)

This excerpt illustrates a dominant discourse that parenthood is difficult to reconcile with an aca-
demic career. This discourse of parenthood is gendered, since conforming to the dominant discourse
is considered to be particularly difficult for women academics with children. The following excerpt
tellingly starts with the statement that ‘most women’ – not men – ‘get children’, and continues:

Most women get children and they assume responsibility for caring for those children. And then, suddenly, it
becomes impossible for you to meet those demands. It is still extremely fair, women in principle have equal
opportunities, but they suffer most from this system. I actually think this system is very bad for women. (Intervie-
wee N, man assistant professor)

By assuming that getting children is a woman’s issue, the interviewee contributes to gendering
the discourse of parenthood. This implies that for men in academia it is accepted to have children
as their spouses are supposed to fulfil care responsibilities. For women in academia with children
it is assumed that these care responsibilities will be theirs. The idea that parenthood in academia
is more accepted for fathers is reflected by the numbers which show that men academics more
often have children and have more children on average than women academics. The excerpt
shows how the interviewee, within a single sentence, refers to the present situation as ‘extremely
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fair’ but at the same time acknowledges that women academics as a group are disadvantaged (‘they
suffer most’). The disadvantage suffered by women academics is simultaneously regretted (‘this is
very bad for women’) and substantiated (‘women in principal have equal opportunities’).

The professional identity of mothers in academia reflects gendered societal discourses (Bleijen-
bergh, van Engen, and Terlouw 2014; Nikunen, 2012). Mothers in academia formulate their pro-
fessional identity by drawing comparisons between themselves and ‘other’ mothers rather than by
comparing themselves with fathers in academia (‘I am less of a mother than other mothers’). The
implicit assumption is that children suffer because of the absence of their mother (‘he does not com-
plain… but’):

I am less of a mother than lots of other mothers. (Interviewee I, woman full professor)

Nonetheless, I do find it difficult. [sob]. It remains hard. Yes, for now, he [her son, ed.] doesn’t complain… but then
if you do go to school, once in a while… in the past, it happened once, in the past, with all those other mothers
standing around then I do find it hard to cope with [sob]. (Interviewee B, woman full professor)

Nevertheless, the professional identity of fathers in academia entails caregiving as well. A father
emphasizes that he, as a ‘fairly modern man’, needs to be at home one day a week to take care of
his children. He negotiates his professional identity in opposition to the dominant discourse (‘that
is a totally different situation’). This discourse assumes academics have a spouse that takes on the
larger care responsibilities (‘a wife who is always there for you’). He describes care tasks as a necessity
(‘I also have to’) he enjoys (‘I also like to do that’). This challenges his professional identity the same
way as it does for academic mothers. The same performance evaluation criteria are imposed on part-
time and full-time working academics (‘Taking care of children [-] is not taken into account when the
research director brings out the publication list’).

I am a fairly modern man. That is a very different situation compared to an academic who also has children and a
wife who is always there for you and who can always do whatever he likes. And that is a totally different situation
than mine. Taking care of children, I also like to do that, but I also have to. But that is not taken into account when
the research director brings out the publication list. (Interviewee N, man assistant professor)

While the dominant discourse on parenthood implies that mothers need to be at home during the
day, for fathers it implies engaging with the children outside office hours. This is at odds with the
dominant discourse that academic work should be omnipresent in one’s life. In order to find a
way out of these contradictory claims, parents in academia adopt five discursive strategies, as
described in the following section. These strategies can be characterized according to whether
they conform to, accommodate or resist the discourse of hegemonic masculinity.

Conforming to the dominant discourse: parenthood as an individual choice
Some academics conform with the dominant discourse by emphasizing parenthood as an individual
choice. They openly conform to the professional identity of an academic that is solely devoted to
work. Interviewees consider taking care of children a private matter and do not expect the organiz-
ation to structurally support caregiving responsibilities. The discursive strategy is illustrated when one
interviewee talks about her career prospects. While being in a tenure track with a limited time for a
set number of academic publications she had her first baby. When asked about an extension of her
tenure track period for (compulsory) maternity leave she argues that she would consider that as
getting ‘preferential treatment’.

So ideally I do not think that, as a pregnant woman or so, you should get preferential treatment over for example a
man who is unable to work for half a year. (Interviewee A, woman assistant professor)

This interviewee reproduces the dominant discourse as being absent from work for birth and care-
giving should not be taken into account in performance evaluations. Receiving compensation (for
example, an extension of the tenure track period in case of maternity or parental leave) is not experi-
enced as a right, but as preferential treatment.
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This discursive strategy assumes separate spheres of work and family, which is implicitly gendered.
As societal discourses result in the expectation that fathers can fully devote themselves to work as
their spouses will fulfil family responsibilities (Damaske et al. 2014), while for mothers it is expected
that they fulfil care and household obligations (Wolfinger et al. 2008), the ability and acceptably of
separating work and family spheres differ between mothers and fathers. This is also reflected in
the following fragment in which an assistant professor indicates that there was ‘no need for a job,
financially’. By referring to her husband as the breadwinner she identifies herself as the primary
homemaker. She states she ‘want to’ combine work and family responsibilities so she ‘should not
complain’. Note the change in perspective from ‘I’ when talking about what she wanted to ‘you’
when the internalized dominant discourse become apparent in her argument.

There was no need, financially, so there was someone with a full-time job at home and thus it felt that way then
[…]. No one says I should do it so but I want to do so very much. Well then you shouldn’t complain. You feel guilty
yourself rather than thinking there is something wrong in your surroundings. (Interviewee D, woman assistant
professor)

To summarize, academics conforming to the dominant discourse argue that becoming a parent is
an individual choice and responsibility. These academics do note difficulties in combining work and
family life but seem to consider that something you have to face individually, apparently unaware of
the (systematic) presence of caregiving in the life of other academics as well. This resonates with
earlier research on parents in Australia and the USA that are found to frame having children as a
choice they have to deal with individually (Beddoes and Pawley, 2014, Harris, Myers, and Ravenswood
2019).

Pragmatically arranging academia and parenthood: buying flexibility to take charge. With the
discursive strategy of pragmatically arranging parents rhetorically create space by emphasizing
‘room to manoeuvre’ to combine work and family responsibilities. Pragmatically arranging, for
example, refers to ‘buying’ space by taking part-time contracts. Parents emphasize that formally
working part-time allows them to spend some time at home during the week. The following
remark by a full professor illustrates this discursive strategy:

I deliberately opted for fewer hours, so I could tell myself psychologically ‘no I won’t do it today’. I always did it
anyway, as I did work on those days off, but you can tell yourself, since I was free on Wednesdays, when the chil-
dren were at school I would anyway do some work. (Interviewee C, woman full professor)

For neither men nor women academics in this university (and in the Netherlands in general, Blei-
jenbergh et al. 2014), working large part-time jobs is regarded as deviating from the norm. However, a
contract of four days a week is regarded as a minimum to be taken seriously (‘if you drop below that it
seems to me that it would be too little’):

A 0.8 FTE contract seems to be accepted nowadays. I think that you can also achieve a lot in four days and maybe
you also do your job a bit more efficiently, so that uh, if you drop below that [a 0.8 FTE contract, ed.] it seems to me
that it would be too little. […] If you want to operate on multiple chessboards, so to speak, [laughs] then you need
to sit at those boards sufficiently often. (Interviewee K, man assistant professor)

To summarize, parents who pragmatic arrange academia and parenthood use flexible arrange-
ments such as large part-time contracts to juggle the demands of both roles, as to negotiate their
professional identity within the contradictory claims of academia and parenthood.

Being optimistic about academia and parenthood: the benefits of the combination. The discur-
sive strategy of being optimistic emphasizes the positive aspects of combining work and family
responsibilities. Academics indicate that their caring responsibilities take time, but helps them func-
tion in their jobs as well, because of the high level of efficiency achieved on work days (‘I was certainly
as productive as my colleagues’). One’s thinking processes simply continue while doing domestic
work (‘you have already planned what needs to be written’):
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During the time that I worked two and a half days I was certainly as productive as my colleagues who worked four
days. Just because you, uh, you are very concentrated, uh, you are sweeping the pavement or doing the dishes or
folding the laundry, and you have already planned what needs to be written, so you just need to sit at it for a few
more hours and it’s done. (Interviewee D, woman assistant professor)

Similarly, interviewees indicate that an academic job offers flexibility such as working at home, and
in flexible hours (‘it is a very flexible job’), which allows them to care for their children when needed.
Here, working in academia is presented as ‘the ideal job’ for raising children.

I am a single parent. But I take care of the children on my own. Of course, they are used to having a working mum.
Nowadays, all women are working mums. And I have to say that, in this respect, this is the ideal job of course. […]
It is a very flexible job. (Interviewee O, woman associate professor)

A man assistant professor also construes working in academia as positive for parenthood. He
argues that his job offers opportunities to travel with his children, which gets them involved with
his work and contributes to their general development.

… Er, yes, my children actually, er, quite like what I do, they all came along this summer… […] I went with them
to [country] for some weeks. Yes? Yes, of course they liked that tremendously. […]. Yes, that’s super nice of course.
Yes, it’s a bit of knowledge that you take on board then, of course. (Interviewee H, man assistant professor)

Typical in being optimistic is the claim that combining academia and parenthood provides
synergy. This resonates with the group of parents that resist the idea that children are a constraint
as identified by Harris, Myers, and Ravenswood (2019) in the Australian context. Therefore we con-
sider this fighting the discourse of hegemonic masculinity, by producing an alternative stance to
it. In sum, the discursive strategy of being an optimist is reflected in interviewees’ emphasizing
that parenthood can be beneficial for work and vice versa.

Fighting dominant discourses: resisting unfair treatment
The discursive strategy of fighting emphasizes that the organization treats parents unfairly. The argu-
ment is that performance evaluation criteria are not adjusted for absence due to maternity or par-
ental leave. The number of academic publications required for tenure or keeping research time
remains the same, despite the fact that such leave means not working for three to four months. Aca-
demics adopting this strategy resist the dominant discourse by calling for an adjustment of perform-
ance evaluation criteria to the actual time spent on research.

But as I was pregnant, uhm, or I have indicated then that they should take that into account so that you need to
prolong this period. And then they said, at the end of the month there will be a letter which says whether your
research time will be extended. And uh for what kind of reasons and whether there are any exceptions. But the
month has passed. Yes, so I am waiting for that letter, and things remain uncertain… (Interviewee M, woman
assistant professor)

This excerpt illustrates that parents in academia have to individually arrange adjustment of the per-
formance evaluation criteria (‘I have indicated that they should take that into account’), with an
uncertain outcome. This also applies to academics who work part-time to facilitate caregiving. The
expected number of academic publications is not adjusted in case of part-time work.

But with regard to allocating research time, here at the university, the school, is women-unfriendly. Because they
do not take into account working part-time, they only count whether you’ve accumulated enough points in that
year to get research time. (Interviewee O, woman associate professor)

In sum, the discursive strategy of fighting emphasizes that the organization treats parents unfairly
by not taking into account actual time for research when evaluating performance. They are expected
to have the same number of academic publications as full-time workers, even though they did not
compete on equal grounds. They strive for adjustment of performance evaluation criteria. Some of
the academics indicate feelings of losing this battle, and switch to the discursive strategy of
suffering, as described in the next paragraph.
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Suffering from dominant discourses: being a victim of the system
The discursive strategy of suffering entails taking the stance of being a victim of the rigidity of the
disciplinary technologies that do not adjust performance evaluation for caregiving. This strategy
expresses frustration about losing the battle with the organization. These academics cease to
engage in resistance, accepting the dominant discourse as is. The following excerpt illustrates the
frustration that is felt.

The gentlemen of the board and the dean said no, uh because you – which I see as circular reasoning – because
the rule of not having published enough now applies to you and you have, because of that, on those grounds,
your research time has been reduced. We conclude that it would be a wrong investment to give you more hours
[…] which gives me the feeling of ‘well come on guys, then I can’t do it all’ (Interviewee E, woman assistant
professor)

This excerpt shows how the disciplinary technology of counting the absolute number of academic
publications to allocate research time is adhered to by the ‘gentlemen of the board’. A man assistant
professor requested an adjustment of performance evaluation criteria as he took parental leave, but
the fact of his parental leave was not acknowledged in assessing his number of academic publi-
cations (‘so ultimately they do not take that into account at all’), as the following citation illustrates.

I requested an adjustment of publication criteria. […] Then he came to me with this story, that it did not happen at
all. Because formally I have a full-time appointment, and the department gets assigned full-time research money.
So they simply judged me on the basis of full-time employees. Which I wasn’t [being on parental leave, ed.]. So
ultimately they do not take that into account at all. […] It would be a sign of weakness if I were to request it again.
(Interviewee N, man assistant professor)

The interviewee indicates that he experiences the rejection of his request for adjusting performance
evaluation criteria as unfair, yet challenging this a second time he considers as a ‘sign of weakness’.
Asking for adjustment of performance evaluation criteria for caregiving thus seems to be humiliating
rather than a form of empowerment. Summarizing, the discursive strategy of suffering indicates that
parents do not feel the ability to change the unfair rules applied by the organization. They refrain
from entering a battle with the organization they think is hopeless.

Material structures set boundaries for discursive strategies
Academics can adopt multiple discursive strategies simultaneously. For example, Interviewee D
adopts a strategy of conforming by presenting combining parenthood and academia as an individual
choice and responsibility (arguing that one then should not complain), but also emphasizes the posi-
tive interactions between work and family in line with being optimistic. Here, two, somewhat contra-
dicting, strategies are adopted by one interviewee. In another instance, one strategy compensates for
the downsides of another strategy. For example, negative emotions related to the discursive strategy
of suffering are softened by highlighting the positive sides of caregiving, as found in the strategy of
being optimists. The adoption of discursive strategies is furthermore qualified against a background
of the specific disciplinary technologies that make the material structure of the different schools.

The particular material structures of a school encourage parents in adoptng particular discursive
strategies. The discursive strategies vary according to the rigidity in which disciplinary technologies
are practiced. A rigid practice of performance evaluation affects the agency of parents in academia. In
the School of Economics and Business Administration academics in a six-year tenure track needed to
establish a set number of publications in one of five top-tier academic journals to achieve tenure. This
disciplinary technology is practiced in a rigid way (‘there are criteria you need to fulfil’), leaving no
room for part-time work (‘this is just impossible working part-time’) and little flexibility for child
birth. In the focus groups with department chairs we discussed the stress that tenure trackers experi-
ence, particularly when they become parents. The conversation unfolds as follows:

Chair 1 (man): the tenure track is competitive, in a certain period you just have to score, this is just impossible
working part-time. It is just like top sports, it is all about scoring and if you train less than your competitors,
you will score less.
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Dean (man): There are criteria you need to fulfil.

Chair 2 (woman): when someone is pregnant some flexibility is offered, but at a certain point it is about the choice
you make to go for the job. And that is just fair. (focus group department chairs School of Economics and Business
Administration)

The expression ‘the choice you make to go for the job’ is in line with the discourse of hegemonic
masculinity and also fits the discursive strategy of conforming which reproduces the dominant dis-
course. The focus group participants of this school emphasize that this situation ‘is just fair’.

At the School of Social Sciences fighting and suffering dominant discourses seems more prevalent,
which relates to an arbitrary and informal application of performance evaluation criteria. Although
adjustment of performance evaluation criteria for birth and caregiving is not formalized or guaran-
teed (‘there is nothing in black and white that accounts for it’), some employees make individual
requests (‘I had a tenure tracker who asked for it’), though with uncertain outcome (‘you just don’t
know what you’re up against’)

Chair 1 (woman): For instance, no extra time is allocated in case of pregnancy. Work is always considered primary.
This is of course in any kind of job, but in practice people do have to juggle responsibilities. In practice, there is no
balance like giving credit, such as extra time for research.

Chair 2 (man): I disagree, I think the performance criteria should rather be increased. Suppose something happens
in one’s private life, one can take that into account by suspending work. Employees can easily throttle back
without getting into trouble with the criteria. Sometimes the work is allocated amongst colleagues. I know
employees will make the targets despite their private circumstances.

Chair 1 (woman): […] There is nothing in black-and-white that accounts for it. […] I had a tenure tracker who
asked for adjustment of the tenure norms because of her pregnancy but she was refused so and received a nega-
tive reaction. You just don’t know what you’re up against and that is to one’s disadvantage.

The conversation suggests some department chairs offer employees leeway for birth giving or care
responsibilities by reallocating tasks within the team. Other chairs articulate frustration with the infor-
mal application of performance evaluation criteria (‘there is nothing in black-and-white that accounts
for it’) after unsuccessfully asking for adjustment for caregiving (‘I had a tenure tracker who asked for
adjustment of the tenure norms, but she was refused so’).

Accounts of the discursive strategies of being optimistic about and pragmatically arranging aca-
demia and parenthood were more common at the School of Humanities, the School of Theology and
the School of Law. In the School of Humanities it is common practice to evaluate performance based
on the actual allocated research time. In the School of Theology formal performance evaluation cri-
teria were not yet implemented at the time of the research. In the School of Law working part-time
was much more common as many academics hold positions outside academia such as judges or
lawyers. Interestingly, this makes adjustment of performance evaluation criteria for actual allocated
research time in this school self-evident.

The commonality of particular discursive strategies in specific schools suggests that parents are
sensitive to differences in material structure when adopting discursive strategies to reconcile the
claims of academia and parenthood (cf Huang, Pang, and Yu 2018), such as the organization of
the track to tenure, procedures for the allocation of research time and performance evaluation.

Discussion

By analysing how parents in academia negotiate their professional identity in the context of the
discourse of hegemonic masculinity we show how professionals in higher education address the
contradictory claims of academia and parenthood. First, we show that the dominant discourse in
this university indeed depicts academics as professionals for whom work is omnipresent in their
identity, yet the societal discourse on parenthood influences the professional identity of academics
as well (Damaske et al. 2014; Reddick et al. 2012). Mothers are expected to identify primarily as
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caregivers, while for fathers caregiving is increasingly important, yet still considered to be second-
ary to their professional identity. From interviews and focus groups we distilled five discursive strat-
egies that parents adopt to conform to, accommodate or resist dominant discourses. Conforming
to dominant discourses, the discursive strategy of conforming entails that becoming a parent is an
individual choice and responsibility. Accommodating dominant discourses, with the discursive
strategy of pragmatically arranging parents rhetorically create space by emphasizing ‘room to
manoeuvre’ to combine work and family responsibilities. Similarly accommodating is the discursive
strategies of suffering. Suffering entails taking the stance of being a victim of the lack of organiz-
ational recognition for care and household responsibilities. Resisting the dominant discourse are
the discursive strategies of being optimistic and fighting. Being optimistic emphasizes the positive
aspects of combining work and family responsibilities, negotiating an alternative stance to the dis-
course of hegemonic masculinity. Parents adopting the discursive strategy of fighting problematize
disciplinary technologies for their unfair treatment of parents, calling for the adjustment or even
abortion of performance evaluation criteria. Herewith these professionals take action against the
increasing managerialism in academia (Huang, Pang and Yu 2018; Tapanilla, Siivonen and Filander
2018).

Second, we recognize that parents in academia do not adopt a single strategy to negotiate their
professional identity but rather combine them. Professionals combine discursive strategies that may
contradict themselves, for instance using the strategy of conforming while optimistically acknowled-
ging that private life increases their performance at work. Or, by using one strategy as an antidote to
another, for example countering the frustration of suffering by optimistically emphasizing feelings of
pride. This applied to fathers as well as mothers.

Third, we found that women and men with children adopt similar strategies to negotiate their
professional identity within the discourse of hegemonic masculinity. This shows that the dominant
discourse does not only disadvantage mothers in academia, as has been earlier suggested (Knights
and Richards 2003; Maranto and Griffin 2011, 140), but also affects fathers (see also Halrynjo 2009;
Probert 2005; Reddick et al. 2012, Sallee 2013), at least if they value active involvement in
caregiving.

Fourth, parents in this university individually are reflexive about the dominant discourse without
organizing themselves. As Zanoni and Janssens argue that agency is both the capability to be
reflexive about one’s situation and to act upon it to make a difference (2007), we find only the
first capability present. This is explained because the discursive strategies vary in the extent to
which they challenge the dominant discourse. Parents that are conforming, suffering or pragmatically
arrange academia and parenthood seem to leave the status quo intact, yet find agency in negotiating
room to manoeuvre. Parents being optimistic or fighting the dominant discourse, in contrast actively
try to change organizational norms and rules, but often individually. Hence, the agency of individual
professionals does not transform the dominant discourse (cf. Harris, Myers, and Ravenswood 2019;
Sallee 2013).

The room to manoeuvre parents have is sensitive to differences in the material structure of the
different schools. If disciplinary technologies in a school are more rigid, for instance when perform-
ance evaluation criteria that leave no room for caregiving, parents more often adopt the discursive
strategy of conforming, fighting and suffering. If disciplinary technologies are less rigid, for example,
because performance evaluation criteria are not implemented or provide more room to adapt criteria
to actual research time, parents more often adopt the discursive strategies of pragmatically arranging
or being optimistic.

The focus groups instigated some first collective action by creating awareness among leaders of
the school about experiences of faculty with combining academia and parenthood. Particularly the
involvement of leaders with the understanding and interpreting experiences in the light of the par-
ticular disciplinary technologies of the schools was key. Indeed, one year after the case study the uni-
versity introduced adaptation of performance evaluation criteria for care leave and part-time work
and a research sabbatical for women academics that gave birth.
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Practical implications

Negotiating a more inclusive professional identity can be envisioned if professionals exchange indi-
vidual experiences and develop a collective awareness of their opposition to the discourse of hege-
monic masculinity. Mavin and Bryans (2002) show that women networks enable connectedness and
reflexivity among women and so support action. We emphasize the importance of including fathers,
and parents in higher positions in particular, in exchanging experiences to support collective action
to promote new professional identities. Such initiatives could support parents to successfully deal
with and/or alter the discourse of hegemonic masculinity.

Furthermore, we recommend knowledge exchange between managers of different schools to
share successful practices to support sustained careers for parents in academia. For example, correct-
ing performance evaluation criteria based on actual research time as was common to the School of
Law, is transferable to other schools or universities. As Kossek et al. (2011, 5) argue initiatives for
change should: ‘support the legitimacy of “good employees” being seen as dually involved in care-
giving and other non-work roles while sustaining employment and pursuing a career’. This means the
caregiving professional is the norm that informs performance evaluation criteria rather than being an
outlier. Disciplinary technologies in academia, for instance, can then provide room for an inclusive
professional identity when taking caregiving into account.

Limitations

Our sample consisted of parents in academia, which directed the focus of our analysis towards
negotiating a professional identity when simultaneously giving care to (young) children. We are
aware that in ageing population caregiving for elderly parents, partners, relatives and other
dependents may also be(come) an important part of professionals in higher education. This
may affect the professional identity of academics as well and should be addressed in follow up
research. Secondly, we realize that we have a relatively small sample of interviewees. At the
same time, we were able to perform five focus groups with deans, directors, and department
chairs that contextualized the findings. This rich dataset hence gives both insight in the discursive
strategies individual academics adopt as well as in the context in which this takes place in terms of
the material structure.

Conclusion

Being an academic and being a parent are construed as contradictory claims that pose a challenge to
one’s professional identity. We found that parents in a Dutch university adopt discursive strategies
that vary from conforming to organizational norms to fighting them for being unfair. The material
structure of schools of this university limits the discursive strategies parents adopt. Parents find
agency in negotiating individual room to manoeuvre and negotiating alternative stances to the
dominant discourse.

Note

1. We used a stratified sample of men and women in different academic positions at the Schools. Parenthood was
not an initial selection criterion, but became relevant during the phase of analysis. This explains why parents in
the sample are not evenly distributed over de different ranks and schools.
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