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Summary

International research from the last decades reveals a neoliberal change in 
 higher education, often with a critical approach (Olssen & Peters 2005; Kumar 
& Hill 2008; Haywood et al., 2010; Molesworth et al., 2010; Davis 2015; Nixon 
et al., 2018). The critique points to the conflict of values that comes with the 
shift – neoliberal values are not compatible with the values that have prevailed 
in higher education and universities thus far. Bourdieu describes the following 
indicators as the core of neoliberalism – short-term employment agreements, 
project-centricity, the destruction of collective structures, extreme flexibility, 
necessity-centricity, and decisions that revere pure market logic (Bourdieu 
1998). The market economy way of thinking compels higher education to 
verbalise desired goals and assess them constantly to see if the goal is being 
achieved (performance indicators).

The neoliberal turn in Estonia has taken place later than in other countries 
in Europe. Higher education in Estonia has been free since 2013, and since 
2017 Estonian universities have applied a performance funding system, which 
combines the results and quality of academic pursuits (Riigikontroll 2019). 
However, the increase in government funding has not been proportional to 
salary increases (funding increase 20% vs salary increase 60%) (Riigikontroll 
2019). By now, the performance model has brought upon a crisis. Relating the 
funding to measures affects the prioritisation of work tasks by the professors, 
and their assessments of their work. Billot (2010) and Laiho, Jauhiainen and 
Jauhiainen (2020) have stated that the neoliberal shift makes academic staff 
assess their performance via measures rather than the quality of their teaching. 

The neoliberal shift has made the roles of academic staff multi-faceted. The 
academic identity of a professor has been complemented with the identities of a 
project or staff manager, or any other administrative identity, which goes against 
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the previously existing values of higher education (Winter, 2009). The identities 
have made their way into regulations as well; for example, in the University of 
Tartu, the valid job description of the academic staff divides their duties into 
four major categories: teaching and activities related to administration and 
 development of teaching, research, development activities and participation in 
university governance and institutional development, social and public activi-
ties. (Job Descriptions of Academic Staff 2020). A measuring system is applied 
to fulfilling these tasks, which, in turn, relates to the government funding model 
on a larger scale. 

How can academic staff (re)define themselves in this new situation? Based 
on the research of Briggs (2017) and Seema, Udam, Mattisen & Lauri (2017), 
we propose a three-stage self-defining model: professional identity on an indi-
vidual level (“Who am I as an academic employee?”), on an organisational level 
(“What is my role in the organisation?”), and on a national level (“How is my 
identity related to the world of academics on a larger scale?”). This research 
focuses on the role of measures in the teachers’ professional identity, asking 
the following question: what is the meaning of performance indicators young 
academics attribute to the individual, organisational, and national levels of pro-
fessional identity?

Methodology

In the research, semistructured interviews were used to answer the question. 
The sample consisted of associate professors up to 40 years of age. The  sample 
was selected using targeted sample principles, and it covered all faculties of 
the University of Tartu. The final sample included six associate professors, 
three men and three women with a median age of 36,8 years. Interviews were 
analysed with a deductive approach, using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 
2006). In the first round of analysis, specific interest was put on everything 
connected with the performance indicators. After that, the whole material was 
recoded to employ the idea based on Seema, Udam, Mattisen & Lauri (2017) 
and Briggs (2017) – seeking specific units of meaning to relate to measures 
and their meanings for the interviewees on three different levels: individual, 
organisational, and national. 

Results and discussion

On an individual level, the most clearly expressed measures are job descrip-
tions, and the interviewees were well-versed in their demands. Job descriptions 
are seen as fair on the one hand (they apply to everyone and provide guidance 
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for the division of work tasks). On the other hand, it can be frustrating to have 
a lack of goals for measures. This leads to a situation where the staff must put 
in a maximum effort for all the tasks listed in the job description, which in turn 
may lead to burnout and exhaustion. Among the sample, there were some who 
have been considering leaving academic work. Mägi et al. (2019) discovered that 
in Estonia, only 9% of university staff below the age of 30 plan to continue their 
career in higher education. At the same time, only 4,9% of Estonian academic 
staff are under the age of 40 (Eurostat, 2018). These statistics and findings in 
the current article are worrying tendencies and threaten the sustainability of the 
Estonian higher education system. The individual level also shows a sense of 
polarised identity, clearly showing the neoliberal impact on professional identity 
(Winter, 2009; Billot, 2010; Laiho et al., 2020). 

On an organisational level, the impact of measures is perceived as pres-
sure to merge the entire staff into one entity regardless of individual career 
aspirations and choices. There is also a strongly perceived pressure to apply for 
extra funding (especially for research grants) and do one’s job as cost-effectively 
as possible. Billot (2010) refers to a similar tendency. The measures on this 
level also relate to two seemingly contradicting processes: equalisation and 
de- equalisation. Job descriptions and related management decisions create an 
equal and comparable base, simultaneously perceived as the minimisation of 
individuality. Inequality stems from the job descriptions: the system presents 
a co-existence of those who do the bare minimum and those who put in an 
extra effort, but the latter feel that their efforts are not appreciated within the 
 system. Also, young academics sense that the neoliberal turn and measures 
force all teaching staff into the same frame, thus making it impossible to pursue 
an individual career path. 

Another problem brought up by young academics is leadership and leader-
ship styles in universities. They see a lack of inclusion and the domination 
of the linear leadership model, which is distinctive for neoliberal universities 
(Ylijoki & Ursin, 2015). They feel that leadership efficiency and its results are 
not  measured or assessed, while the academic work is heavily evaluated and 
measured. 

On a national level, the keywords are dependency on research funding and 
the uncertainty of funding, which increase project-centricity and  insecurity 
at both individual and organisational levels. The impact of higher education 
reform is noted in the daily work. As the funding of universities relates to 
the performance indicators, e.g., the number of graduates, young academics 
feel the pressure to teach and graduate low-motivated students. It implies to 
the marketisation of higher education – teachers and students are connected 
as  customers-providers, not in the traditional teacher-student way. This is 
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 something very distinctive in neoliberal higher education (Haywood et al., 
2010; Nixon et al., 2018).

The neoliberal turn in higher education in Estonia has clearly happened and 
is ongoing. The process has been like the other European countries, although 
the neoliberal turn has been quicker and more intensive. This is indicated by 
employing measures in the division of work tasks and workload of the academic 
staff, the performance indicators intervening in the daily lives of the academic 
staff, and the pressure to apply for additional funding. This, however, might 
lead to a decrease in motivation for young academics, as well as burnout. The 
authors of the article also expressed concern about the progeny of academic 
professionals in Estonia as current young academics view their future appre-
hensively and hesitate as to whether to pursue a career in higher education. 
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