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Where has the joy gone? A qualitative exploration of
academic university work during crisis and change
Craig Whitseda, Antonia Girardib, John P. Williamsa and Scott Fitzgeralda

aFaculty of Humanities, School of Education, Curtin University, Bentley, Australia; bBusiness School, Murdoch
University, Murdoch, Australia

ABSTRACT
Universities continue to evolve and adapt to changes brought
about by external events such as the COVID-19 pandemic, shifts
in government policy, technological advancements, and
geopolitics. A significant body of research has focused on
negative workplace conditions within universities that contribute
to psychosocial hazards. In contrast, this paper reports on the
experiences and perceptions of 36 fulltime, continuous, academic
staff to explore how they and their colleagues found and/or
experienced joy in work set against the backdrop of crisis and
change as their universities responded to the impacts of COVID-
19. Responses clustered around four key dynamics: joy/student,
joy/teaching, joy/research, and joy/colleague. Despite being in
work environments characterised largely in negative terms, where
agency and voice are constrained, these joys sustained and
evoked feelings of purpose, belonging, and connection. This
research highlights the need to reconsider how to provide and
support healthy work conditions to optimise opportunities for the
academic workforce to experience greater joy in their work. The
implications for future research are presented.
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Introduction

The conditions that afford joy in work for many academic staff are diminishing. The inte-
gration of neoliberal policies and employment practices across the higher education
sector have profoundly changed what it is like for academic staff to work in a university
and experience joy in their work. For example, new public management practices directly
and indirectly influence and shape the organisational culture of universities as work-
places and academic labour (Field, 2015). The rise of managerialism as Barclay (2021)
observes, for example, has also contributed to the reshaping of academic labour
through processes such as specialisation and increased academic casualisation. Surveying
the transformation of the higher education sector as it is, ‘restructured, commodified and
marketized by neoliberal capitalism’ Sutton (2017) writes, ‘the soul of academic labour is
becoming lost in performativity’ (p. 625). The higher education sector is further
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characterised by job insecurity, intensification of ‘administrivia’ and ‘busy work’, hyper-
bureaucracy, exploitative workloads, and accountability regimes (Churcher & Talbot,
2020) that also change the academic role.

Neoliberal ideologies and management practices, increased accountability and per-
formance expectations, top-down management and intensification of work, in tandem
with decreased power and autonomy of academic staff, have profoundly altered the aca-
demic work environment (Kenny & Fluck, 2022a). McGaughey et al. (2021) observed the
Australian university sector has not only endured the reforms of neoliberal practices, but
also the ‘instrumentalist and fiscal rationalisation of universities as incubators of work-
force talent and drivers of the knowledge economy’ (pp. 2–3). Kenny and Fluck (2022a)
observe that the resultant efficiency gains derived from these activities have ‘been
achieved through a deterioration in [academics’] working conditions’ (p. 1385). A situ-
ation echoed in many countries.

As universities across Australia responded to COVID-19, which is viewed as both a
crisis and driver of significant change (McGaughey et al., 2021), academic staff not
only experienced intensified structural reform, academic job shedding, and reductions
in remuneration (Markey, 2020), they were expected to pivot to online teaching, accom-
modate increased class sizes, and increased teaching hours. Moreover, for many aca-
demic staff, research workload allocations were heavily reduced or entirely cut.
Concurrently, expectations related to their research productivity increased. Change,
driven by organisational restructuring and the centralisation of support services sub-
sequently increased administrative burdens placed on academic staff, often resulting in
increased physical and psychological demands on the fulltime, continuous academic
workforce (McGaughey et al., 2021).

Responding to the state of the workplace environment in the Australian university sector,
the Australian Universities Accord Interim Report states that ‘higher education institutions
need to be better and safer places to work’, and ‘enhancing wellbeing for staff, and appro-
priate workforce arrangements’ should now be considered a priority (O’Kane et al., 2023,
p. 21). This paper aims to address this call to action by highlighting how joy in academic
work manifests, and how the conditions that promote joy in work can be optimised.

The following first defines joy and then elaborates why a focus on joy in work is
necessary in the higher education context. Joy is then operationalised by drawing on
the Institute for Healthcare Improvement’s (IHI) Framework for Improving Joy in
Work (Manion 2002, 2003; Perlo et al., 2017). The paper then addresses the study’s
research design and findings.

Why focus on joy in work?

The Oxford English Dictionary defines joy as a ‘vivid emotion of pleasure arising from a
sense of well-being or satisfaction; the feeling or state of being highly pleased or
delighted; exultation of spirit; gladness, delight’ and/or a ‘pleasurable state or condition;
a state of happiness or felicity’. Researching ‘joy at work’ among healthcare workers uti-
lising narrative, qualitative methods, Manion (2002, 2003) defines joy as,

an intensely positive, vivid, and expansive emotion that arises from an internal state or that
results from an external event or situation. It may include a psychological reaction, an
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expressive component, as well as a conscious volition. It is a transcendent state of heigh-
tened energy and excitement. (2002, p.ii)

According to Manion (2002, 2003), joy is comprised of biologic/physiological, experien-
tial, and expressive dimensions. Joy can, therefore, be understood to be an expression of
self-identity and self-esteem. Furthermore, Manion (2002) proposes, joy is ‘co-con-
structed with others and our environments and it finds meaning in sociocultural con-
texts’ (p. 44). Manion (2002) elaborates further that joy ‘also comes out of subjective
appraisals based on the individuals’ values, beliefs and personal experiences and joy
can be experienced as either an intense emotion or a more generalised mood’ (p. 44),
graphically represented in Figure 1.

Kelsey (2021) observes the infusion of joy in workplaces can enhance performance and
success, and contribute to the cultivation of thriving communities and individuals.
Watkins et al. (2018) argue that understanding joy is crucial to grasp human flourishing
because of the links between positive emotions and subjective well-being. Rutledge et al.
(2018) observe that when employees experience meaning and joy in work, job satisfac-
tion, and retention are enhanced. Joy in work is linked with employee well-being, positive
mental health, increased motivation, and employee engagement. However, joy in work is
also significantly impacted by the workplace environment and conditions, specifically the
degree to which the work affords physical and psychological safety, meaning and
purpose, choice, and autonomy (Perlo et al., 2017) for example.

Yet, as Watkins et al. (2018, p. 522) observe, ‘despite the apparent importance of
joy, it appears to be the least studied of the positive emotions’. This is alarming
given the fiscal and reputational costs associated with increased absenteeism and
stress leave, high employee turnover, intention to leave, and reduced engagement
and productivity (Jalilianhasanpour et al., 2021). To mitigate against these conditions,
Perlo et al. (2017) call for a greater focus on joy in work. This is especially relevant in
the higher education sector where universties are not regarded as such ‘good employ-
ers, nor seen to be providing for psychosocially safe workplaces’ (see O’Kane et al.,
2023, pp. 130–131).

Figure 1. A model of joy expressed in the workplace (Manion, 2003, p. 657).
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What is joy in work?

Joy in work is linked to positive psychology and understood to differ significantly
between individuals depending on their wants and needs (Watkins et al., 2018). Joy in
work can be nurtured (Kern et al., 2014) and/or stifled (as it is co-constructed) depending
on the cultural, environmental, and structural dynamics within workplaces. Perlo et al.
(2017) argue that this is because joy in work is a ‘consequence of systems’ and influenced
by ‘management behaviours, systems designs, communication patterns, operating values,
and technical supports’ (p. 4). Because it is a system property, Perlo et al. (2017) further
contend that joy in work is ‘more than the absence of burnout or an issue of individual
wellness, it is “an essential resource”’ (p. 4). This is the conceptualisation adopted in this
research.

The IHI Framework for Improving Joy in Work (Perlo et al., 2017) is utilised across
the healthcare sector. Its application in the higher education context is novel and Manion
(2002, 2003) provided the basis for our analysis and following critique. The IHI Frame-
work maintains that critical components within a system for ensuring a joyful and
engaged workforce include:

. Physical and psychological safety – Equitable environment, free from harm; just
culture that is respectful

. Meaning and purpose –Daily work is connected to what called individuals to practice;
line of sight to organisational mission and goals; constancy of purpose

. Choice and autonomy – The environment supports choice and flexibility in work and
hours

. Recognition and rewards – Leaders understand daily work; recognise what team
members do; celebrate outcomes

. Participative management – Leaders create space to hear, listen, and involve before
acting, clear communication and consensus building as a part of decision making

. Camaraderie and teamwork – Commensality; social cohesion; productive teams;
shared understanding; trusting relationships

. Daily improvement – Employing knowledge of improvement science and critical eye
to recognise opportunities to improve; regular, proactive learning from defects and
successes (Perlo et al., 2017, p. 16).

Joy in work is either afforded or inhibited through a complex matrix of factors includ-
ing the disposition, mindset, and personality of individuals, the characteristics of the way
in which individual work is designed, and organisational culture and practices (Figure 2).
These in turn are also influenced by factors in the external environment.

Research methods

This study was undertaken during 2021 in the context of the ongoing crisis in Australian
universities associated with significant structural and operational reform due to COVID-
19. Thirty-six fulltime, continuous academic staff from five Western Australia univer-
sities (Curtin University, Edith Cowen University, Murdoch University, the University
of Notre Dame, and the University of Western Australia) were interviewed. The
project utilised an instrumental case study design and approach (Yin, 1994) to create
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data using qualitative interviewing and analysis. The sampling strategy was purposeful,
together with snowballing, typical of the case method (Patton, 2002).

The project was approved by the Curtin University Human Research Ethics Commit-
tee (HRE2021-0059) prior to the collection of interview data. The qualitative interviews
were primarily conducted virtually, one-to-one, in-depth, and semi-structured, ranged
between 40 and 90 minutes in duration, and were audio recorded with the consent of
participants.

Participant demographics

Each participant was assigned a pseudonym (e.g., P2, P3). The sample (n = 36) comprised
only fulltime, continuous academic staff. This is because they represented a more stable
workforce. As permanent members of staff they experienced, and had to navigate, all the
changes implemented by their universities as they responded to COVID-19 and the
resultant fiscal and operational challenges.

Figure 2. IHI Framework for Improving Joy in Work (Perlo et al., 2017).
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Participants were almost evenly divided between Business and Law (n = 12), Health
Sciences (n = 11), and Humanities (n = 10) disciplines; with fewer participants from
Science and Engineering (n = 2) and a university central division (n = 1). Participants
represented all levels of academic appointment: Lecturer Level B (n = 13), Senior Lecturer
Level C (n = 4), Associate Professor Level D (n = 9), and Professor Level E (n = 7). Only
one Associate Lecturer Level A participated in the study. The sample also included par-
ticipants who were in academic leadership roles including Deputy Head of School, Dean/
Director of Teaching and Learning, Dean/Director of Research and Discipline Leads.

Participants were almost equally divided according to gender with 48% nominating as
female and 51% as male. Most participants were 40 years of age or older (72%), had more
than 10 years of experience working in the university sector (85%), and had been
employed in their current university for more than 5 years at the time of their interview
(71%).

Data analysis

Interviews were transcribed verbatim using the Otter.ai transcription platform (https://
otter.ai/). Each transcript was read and verified against the audio recordings and
lightly edited for accuracy by the members of the research team.

The transcripts were prepared for line-by-line coding. Employing Coe et al. (2017),
independent double coding strategy we commenced by winnowing and then interrogat-
ing the data using inductive open coding to identify patterns and generate categories and
themes. Then we interrogated the data deductively informed byManion (2002, 2003) and
the IHI Framework for Improving Joy in Work (Perlo et al., 2017). This process involved
reviewing all responses to the question, ‘what brings you joy in work?’ and then coding
informants’ responses with descriptive codes. The codes were cross-checked by a
second member of the research team and organised into themes aligned with Manion
(2002, 2003) and the IHI Framework (2017). The data were not comparatively analysed
given the uniformity of participants’ responses across the interviews.

Findings

The following first presents a descriptive rendering through the participant voice of how
individuals perceived their universities as places of work during and following the
COVID-19 crisis, and the changes they experienced. Set against this backdrop partici-
pants shared what brings them joy in work. Responses clustered around four key
dynamics: joy/student, joy/teaching, joy/research, and joy/colleague, which are now
elaborated.

The dominant features in the university work environment do not foster
and/or sustain workplace joy

Participants characterised their work environments largely in negative terms except for
the collegiality they shared with those in their teaching/research teams. Consistent with
the submissions to the Australian University Accord reported by O’Kane et al. (2023),
concerns centred on workplace dynamics such as employment insecurity and increased
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administrative and teaching workloads as conditions that created hardship and stress in
their workplace. Many participants attributed a diminishment in their capacity to experi-
ence joy in work due to an increase in their physical and psychological burdens, which
they maintained contributed to poor health and well-being outcomes. Overwhelmingly,
participants described their universities as ‘fraught’, ‘challenging’ workplaces (e.g., P2,
P9, P19, P34). The following exemplifies participants’ responses to the first interview
questions, ‘what is your university like these days?’; ‘what is it like working there?’; and,
‘what is the mood like?’

Well, it’s fairly sad. It’s changed a lot over the last, I suppose five or six years, in a sort of
generally downward trajectory culminating in this year’s huge changes to people’s work-
loads and ways of teaching and freedom to organise their work in the ways that they
think would be best.… It’s depressing, because I think it largely comes down to a sense
of powerlessness that people have. And when things are being done, that don’t seem to
make sense that and yet there is no right of reply, that then, it’s a sense of banging your
head against a brick wall. (P11)

Most participants described their institution’s organisational culture and employment
practices as being largely ‘exploitative’, ‘oppressive’, ‘toxic’, and ‘fiscally driven’. Most
participants reported experiencing feelings associated with burnout, including anxiety,
cynicism, depression, exhaustion, overworked, demoralised, and therefore unhappy.
Similar appraisals of universities as workplaces have been reported across a range of
higher educational contexts including the United Kingdom (Wray & Kinman, 2022)
and China (Han et al., 2020).

Reflecting on their situation and echoing the sentiment of many participants, P19
observed academic staff are feeling ‘disenchanted’, ‘disenfranchised’, ‘alienated’, and
‘disempowered’. This is attributed to a combination of a) not being able to have a
voice in decision making (P18), not feeling valued or listened to, and ‘an increasing
entrenchment of bureaucratic structures and bureaucratic practices and procedures
(P9); and b) a lack of resources and increased demands on their professional and per-
sonal time and physical and psychological resources (P28). Most participants
reported they have less time to connect with colleagues and family and that they
felt increasingly disconnected from their university. Table 1 presents illustrative
exemplars extracted from the interviews of job characteristics perceived to impede
joy in work.

With the instructional and workplace culture and practices in mind, we asked partici-
pants what they would say to anyone looking to commence a career in higher education.
Some participants positively reflected on previous years like P28 who averred, ‘I loved my

Table 1. Institutional and job characteristics impeding workforce joy.
What is it like working in your university?
Feeling like constantly being under attack (P5); senior management don’t really care and are vindictive (P9); institutional
culture is oppressive and not very positive (P5); morale is low (P7); colleagues use the word toxic in relation to the
atmosphere in the university (P9); teaching and research hours are exploitative (P5, P35).
What is the mood like (how do people feel)?
Extremely anxious (P15, 22); conflicted (P22, P33); mental health issues (P33 P34); worried (P11, P17), insecure in
employment (P22, P33); distressed (P34); unsupported (P6); overwhelmed (P2, P12); demotivated (P7); dissatisfied (P8,
P18); invisible (P30); fatigued (P35); change fatigued (P4, P25); pressured (P7, P36); disengaged (P2, P18); cynical (P6, P18);
distrusting (P10, P18); depressed (P7, P11); withdrawn (P19); unhappy (P29, P32); overworked (P9, P16); exhausted (P15,
P24); burnout (P2, P32).
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career in higher education’. Most participants, however, expressed views like P5 who said
‘be careful what you wish for’ (P5). P36 was forthright in their response, ‘don’t do it, it’s
terrible’. P29, reflecting on the changes in the sector commented, ‘it has changed dra-
matically in the last 20 years and the good old days have gone’.

The sentiments reported here have been observed elsewhere (Whitsed & Girardi , 2022)
and reported in the Australian news media, research (c.f., McGaughey et al., 2021) and in
the Australian University Accord Interim Report (O’Kane et al., 2023), which stresses the
need for universities to be ‘good employers’ and for them to address issues leading to
‘psychological stress’, ‘employment insecurity’, ‘work(over)load’, inadequate renumera-
tion, and that they provide support for psychological and physical safety.

Recognising the potential emotional impact these first questions might have on par-
ticipants, and to shift attention from the workplace and how this influenced their
experiences, we invited participants to share what brings them joy in work. Tables
2–5 highlight participant interview answer extracts to the question. Responses clus-
tered around four main dynamics: joy/student, joy/teaching, joy/research, and joy/col-
league. Throughout the interviews, participants elaborated further on these particularly
in terms of the way these joys have been diminishing, highlighting a broad range of
conditions consistent with descriptions of workplace psychosocial hazards (Wray &
Kinman, 2022).

The joy/student dynamic centred on the sense of connection and the satisfaction
associated with seeing students learn, grow, and succeed. Summarising responses, the
joy/student dynamic is deeply personal and gratifying. It is future building, and this,
as one participant explained, is their ‘soul’. For participants, great joy was derived
from seeing their students succeed, and from watching them grow intellectually and pro-
fessionally as this related to employment outcomes. Responses for this dynamic clustered
around meaning and purpose (accomplishment, achievement), people and relationships
(connection with others, recognition, and reward), and reward and recognition. Table 2
highlights exemplars addressing the joy/student dynamic.

However, participants reported that increased workloads and administrative burden
caused by centralisation, increased responsibilities and expectations relating to the

Table 2. The joy/student dimensions of workplace joy (Manion, 2003; Perlo et al., 2017).
Dimensions of
workplace joy
(Manion,
2003 & IHI Framework) Exemplars

Meaning and
purpose;
Outcomes of work;
People and
relationships;
Self-esteem

(P29) It’s a joyous experience to see students learning and to know that you’ve made a
difference as a teacher.

(P7) I got two students job offers… So that’s what gives me pleasure. Another PhD student’s
got scholarships… she also won a Norwegian government scholarship; I feel proud of that
… Those kinds of things bring me joy.

(P8) Student’s successes bring me joy. When I got an email from a student about their new job
and how part of the reason they got their job was the field work experience they did in one of
my units.

(P10) I get joy out of seeing students learning and excited about learning. And I’ve had a little
bit to do with them during their placements. They’ve said, ‘I really enjoyed this placement. It’s
really interesting for these reasons… ’ That gives me joy.

(P27) What also brings me joy is still my involvement with students and seeing some
understanding when I’m teaching them something and the light goes on,… that possibly I
may have had some effect upon them and some influence.
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oversight of casual and/or sessional academic staff, the pivot to online teaching and cur-
riculum redevelopment when travel and movement bans were introduced, further dimin-
ished opportunities for interaction with students. The joy associated with working with,
and mentoring of, students is well documented (cf., Riddle et al., 2017). Barclay (2021)
saliently observes,

the dissatisfaction with teaching can be tolerated if they emerge from the unevenness of
working with other humans in the classroom or the mundane nature of some of its associ-
ated activities, but less so if they are viewed as an external force corrupting the teaching-
student relationship or the demands of administrative creep. (p. 39)

The joy/student dynamic affords academics meaning, purpose, and self-esteem through
the relation which is undermined by changes to academic work such as increased admin-
istrative responsibility, research productivity measures, and allocated work demands per-
ceived to be unreasonable.

The joy/teaching dynamic is expressed through the emphatic words of love. ‘I love
teaching!’ (P6, P.4, P31). For participants, the joy/teaching dynamic is knowing and

Table 3. The teaching/joy dimensions of workplace joy (Manion, 2003; Perlo et al., 2017).
Dimensions of
workplace joy (Manion,
2003 & IHI Framework) Exemplars

Meaning and purpose;
Choice and autonomy;
Camaraderie and
teamwork; People and
relationships; Daily
improvement;
Recognition and
rewards

(P25) Most academics come into academia because they want to believe that they can make a
difference in terms of education. I’m very pleased when I can produce material, which is
going to make it easier for a student to understand… I get joy from that.

(P11) I still get a lot of joy from my teaching, particularly face-to-face classes, undergrads…
still after a very long time getting a lot of joy out of my teaching.

(P31) Face-to-face teaching. Love it. Love the students. Love to get involved. Love the projects
we organize. It’s really a love of teaching.

(P14) I love teaching. I love giving workshops and sort of passing on the information and
things that I’ve learned throughout the years.

(P21) I really enjoy teaching the students about my field and getting them excited to go out
and become practitioners… after that summer break… , I feel like I got my soul back
because I had exposure to the students again.

(P36) knowing that there will be students that the lights will go on, and they take to heart
what you’re teaching… then eventually them getting a job. That is gratifying because, I’m
teaching… the ones where you feel your impact has been felt. That’s where I get joy.

Table 4. The research/joy dimensions of workplace joy (Manion, 2003; Perlo et al., 2017).
Dimensions of workplace
joy
(Manion, 2003 & IHI
Framework) Exemplars

Meaning and purpose;
Choice and autonomy;
Outcomes of work; Daily
improvement

(P5) I still really enjoy the research. That’s essentially what got me into academia in first
place.… it’s probably the highlight of an academic’s life to actually be able to sit down
and read things and know that it’s actually counted as work.

(P10) We’re running a project… several doctors said, ‘this is a really good idea. We’ll do
whatever we can to support you.’ Having that positive feedback in terms of the work that
we’re doing that’s what I enjoy… it’s why we work as academics. It’s what we’re trying
to achieve. We’re trying to help students learn. Doing research that is for the greater
good.

(P19) The pleasure in doing research that counts and makes a difference and supporting
others. [Seeing someone], who’s gone through their PhD and into a job and be successful
and productive. It gives me a real joy to see [them] being able to do the things that
[they’re] doing. That’s enormously worthwhile. That gives me a lot of joy.

HIGHER EDUCATION RESEARCH & DEVELOPMENT 9



being known by students. It is a connection. It is the feeling of knowing you are making a
difference. It is nourishing, rewarding, and sustaining. Teaching is also likened to notions
of academic freedom and autonomy. Themes related to this dynamic clustered around
meaning and purpose, choice and autonomy, recognition and reward, and camaraderie
and teamwork. Table 3 highlights exemplars addressing the joy/teaching dynamic.

While participants reported feeling high levels of joy associated with teaching,
many reported they felt they had to divest the attention and time they would normally
devote to teaching to survive in their current circumstances, manage time constraints,
and personal resources. Many participants lamented they felt they had to compromise
on teaching by trading-off on teaching quality and standards to meet what P5
described as ‘absolutely unrealistic… research expectations’ and other expectations
related to their productivity and work. This challenged participants’ professional
identities and resulted in many feeling conflicted. The following extract exemplifies
the sentiment.

In terms of the teaching, the trade-off is, I have to accept that I’m not going to deliver what I
might be able to deliver if I had more time. You know that the quality is going to be com-
promised. It is not going to be as good as I could deliver it. But that’s just the way it is. I can
live with that… The fact that I am not delivering as high as I’d like it to be, that’s just the way
it is. (P5)

The joy/research dynamic is expressed through the language of ‘passion’. It is the joy
of exploration, discovery, and dissemination. It’s the ‘agency’ and satisfaction associated
with developing new research and seeing this making a difference. It’s the relationships
built with doctoral students and seeing them succeed. The joy/research dynamic is about
discovery, personal growth, the desire to learn new things, and achievement. Table 4
highlights exemplars addressing the joy/research dynamic.

However, while research is associated with joy in their work, to meet the increased
workload related to administrative and teaching demands and responsibilities, most par-
ticipants reported that they had to make trade-offs related to their research activities,
similar to Kenny and Fluck (2022b) observations. For example, P10 highlighted a com-
monly observed issue,

Table 5. The colleagues/joy dimensions of workplace joy (Manion, 2003; Perlo et al., 2017).
Dimensions of workplace
joy
(Manion, 2003 & IHI
Framework) Exemplars

Meaning and purpose;
People and relationships;
Camaraderie and
teamwork; Choice and
autonomy

(P4) Seeing colleagues succeed as well, if they apply for promotion or an award. That’s
comforting.

(P4) I quite enjoy mentoring less experienced staff… I hold career conversations for a team
… So, I think I am having some kind of influence on or their career paths…

(P12) My colleagues are really good… I really like working with them. I respect them. They
challenge me and keep me on my toes because they motivate me to keep working harder.

(P35) What brings me joy? The social environment. I like the social aspect about it… I feel
like I’m part of a really good team. Everyone’s supportive of everyone else… That there’s
a sense of belonging and really nice culture among my team anyway. I like that a lot.

(P18) I enjoy the collaboration I have in the research space likewise with teaching, There’s
the discretion to design what you want to include in a course, think it through, the kind of
materials that you select, the way in which you engage with students, all of that I enjoy
greatly.
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from a research perspective, certainly a lot of our teaching and research staff, are not getting
time to do their research. They might have a 30% research allocation, but because the time
allocation to teaching is short of what they feel they need and do, it eats into their research
time. So, their research outputs are being compromised. And that has an impact on their
career progression.

P20 lamented ‘I compromised my research. So, I’m not writing papers. I am not sub-
mitting papers. That’s clearly the compromise I must make.’ P11 observed,

with my research, I have very little time to do it. But I have commitments to a lot of people
on different projects. And so, trying to do them at night on the weekends or clawback a few
hours in the week to do it is hard. And telling people this is going to take longer, because I
can only literally spend a couple hours a week on whatever it is we’re doing. I find that hard.

The joy/colleague dynamic is expressed through words of collegiality, solidarity, and
unity. ‘We cry together, we laugh together’ (P8), ‘we support and motive each other’
(P12), participants reported. Participants’ workplace joy is found in camaraderie and
teamwork, a sense of common purpose and connection. The social environment was
also identified as a contributor to the workplace joy experienced by participants. Table 5
highlights exemplars addressing the joy/colleague dynamic.

However, despite the joy participants derive from interactions with colleagues, most
report a sense of loss and frustration at the breakdown of social connections and net-
works attributable to organisational restructuring, centralisation, faculty, and/or school
mergers. In addition to the loss of colleagues due to organisational change, participants
reported experiencing loss as their ‘closest colleagues’ (P9) and ‘friends’ (P28) were relo-
cated (P6) within the organisation or took voluntarily or forced redundancies. Centrali-
sation, participants observed, contributed to a loss of organisational knowledge (P7) and
resulted in frustration at not knowing who to go to for assistance with administrative
matters. As P28 explained, there has been ‘a massive drop in numbers’ resulting in ‘a skel-
eton staff within the professional or administrative roles. We have portals now. There’s
no admin staff that you could just go and ask a question, who knew your discipline inside
and out.’ P22 highlighted that disruptions to the social atmosphere and the low numbers
of staff coming onto campus to work contributed to a sense of isolation, disconnected-
ness, and low morale.

Discussion and conclusion

What this research shows is although the conditions in which academics work are
complex, challenging, and in flux, individuals still find joy in their academic work
across four salient joy dynamics: joy/student, joy/teaching, joy/research, joy/colleague.
Through the novel application of the IHI and Manion (2002, 2003) frameworks, this
research addresses limitations in the existing scholarship exploring the effect of change
on universities and academic staff. It has also documented the working lives and
careers of individual academics, and has gone some way to address Gannon et al.’s
(2019) call ‘ … to consider the ways in which academics engage in moments of resistance’
(p. 48) to the pressures of academic working conditions. While analysing the effects of the
crisis and change-linked phenomena that negatively affect the university workforce is
important, and research on this abundant, research that moves toward addressing
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what gives joy to academic staff in their work is essential. Therefore, understanding the
role that joy plays in supporting an engaged academic workforce is increasingly relevant
(O’Kane et al., 2023). This research confirms Barclay’s (2021) observation that teaching,
mentoring students and colleagues, and engaging in research are sites of passion and
meaning for academics.

For participants in this research, the relational dimensions of their work, whether with
students or colleagues, are significant as this relates to their sense of meaning and
purpose, identity, affirmation, acknowledgement, and support, which are related to joy
in work (Manion, 2002, 2003; Perlo et al., 2017). This is consistent with the antecedents
of employee engagement (Meyer & Schneider, 2021; Sabagh et al., 2018) and the IHI
Framework for Improving Joy in Work and Manion (2002, 2003). Individuals, as this
research shows, find joy in their academic work, irrespective of the prevailing circum-
stances, when they have meaning, purpose, autonomy, physical, and psychological
safety. However, the conditions that contribute to joy, as widely reported across the inter-
views, are constrained due to the current configuration of academic workload and the
structural and systemic issues (e.g., organisational change, fiscal, and human resourcing).
In other words, the tension between workload demands and the affordance of time for
relationship prioritisation, development, and management.

Performance management and productivity expectations, as Kenny and Fluck (2022a)
observe, manifest ‘a fundamental “clash of values” [that] is evident between bureaucratic
and academic approaches in the reduced influence of academics over decision making’
(p. 1373), contributing to the loss of academic voice on important questions that under-
mines the autonomy and intrinsic motivation typically associated with academic work.

Time is at the heart of much of the discord within universities and how this is trans-
lated through academic workloads, measured, and valued. Kenny and Fluck (2022b)
found because of the way productivity is judged many of their participants, like those
in this study, ‘felt disadvantaged because the workload process disregarded or underva-
lued much of what they did’ (p. 17). Choice and agency are related to time. Similarly,
camaraderie and teamwork, in other words, connection, and meaningful interactions
with students and colleagues are afforded less opportunities (time) to be realised
because of the competing pressures and escalating demands placed on academics
(Kenny & Fluck, 2014). As Kenny and Fluck (2022b) show through their research, the
allocation of workloads across teaching, research, and engagement/service is uneven,
often not transparent nor reflective of actual work required and/or performed. As
such, many academics, like the participants in this research, have lost faith in their uni-
versity leaders, mistrust their managers, and disengage (Kenny & Fluck, 2022b). This
means that the issue of academic workload allocation must be a key consideration for
the higher education sector (O’Kane et al., 2023) and university leaders if they are to
create conditions within the work environment that afford academics to experience
joy in work.

In addition to meaning and purpose, agency, and the degree to which one experiences
this is a determinate of joy in work and employee engagement (Meyer & Schneider,
2021). As Kenny and Fluck (2022b) maintain, the allocation of workload is interpreted
by academic staff, who have limited access to power to challenge how workloads –
time – is allocated, is not transparent, nor a true reflection of the time required to com-
plete tasks. Time is central to joy/dynamics in academic work. In each joy/dynamic it is
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time spent preparing quality learning experiences, time spent building quality relation-
ships with students and colleagues, and time spent engaged in research, that has the
potential to subvert the hegemon of neoliberal performativity and management practices,
which is realised through the exercise of agency and self-determination.

O’Kane et al. (2023) insists universities need to be ‘good employers’ and ‘workplace
arrangements need to value staff’ (p. 131). Understanding factors that lead to individuals
feeling joy in their work can provide insight into the creation of positive and supportive
workplaces and environments that mitigate psychosocial health hazards in the university
workplace and increase engagement. For example, Wray and Kinman (2022) found psy-
chosocial hazards in academic work are ‘reliably linked with key outcomes such as mental
and physical health problems, impaired job performance, absenteeism, and attrition’
(p. 778). As a minimum response to the university sectors’ duty of care for academic
staff, a greater focus on conditions that afford joy in work should be addressed strategi-
cally as a way to mitigate academic employee disengagement, psychosocial hazards, and
aspects of work that can lead to psychological (e.g., stress, and burnout) or physical harm.

While participants reported a wide array of job conditions which are more typically
associated with psychosocial work hazards, the interview data clearly demonstrate that
for participants, factors contributing to physical and psychological safety – participative
management, choice, autonomy, and daily improvement – are not widely perceived to be
priorities in their universities. Rather by embracing the ideologies of neoliberalism and
enacting the practices of new managerialism (Deem & Brehony, 2005) the conditions
that contribute to joy in work for academic staff are being eroded. Writing on universities
as ‘feeling institutions’ and academic emotions, Barclay (2021) observed, ‘for most critics of
the university, neoliberalism has been associated with an increase in suffering among uni-
versity workers’ (p. 7). However, as Kern et al. (2014) observed, consistent with our findings,
there are moments of joy that keep academics ‘committed and engaged’. O’Kane et al.
(2023) write ‘the higher education sector of the future will require a “highly skilled work-
force”’ and be able to ‘attract the best local and global talent’ (p. 130). To do this, under-
standing what produces moments of joy in academic work is important, but not enough.

Crisis events like COVID-19 act as amplifiers and catalysts of change, as will climate,
geopolitical, and other unseen disruptions. The authors of the Australian Universities
Accord Interim report (O’Kane et al., 2023) argue the Australian university sector
needs ‘bold, long-term change’. to readdress what participants in this research (e.g., P9
& P5) and others (e.g., Anderson et al., 2020) describe: university as a toxic and exploi-
tative workplace. Given the systemic issues, positive change, as O’Kane et al. note (2023,
p. 88), will require the involvement and action of all stakeholders (academic staff, unions,
institutions, and government). University leaders might actively draw upon and
implement alternative models of academic work design and reconceptualise how they
approach the allocation of academic work and productivity measurement to provide
increased opportunities for the experience of joy in academic work. The university
sector, like all others, is influenced by drivers in the external environment such as
COVID-19 or changes in government policy which cascade into the local environment.
Despite not actively engaging with the influence of the external environment the IHI and
Manion’s (2002, 2003) framework offers individuals, managers, leaders, and senior
leaders a systems approach to improving conditions to increase the potential for
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actualising joy in the work of academics. Alternative models to the design of work
derived from other organisational contexts might also be fruitfully applied in university
contexts.

A reconceptualisation of academic work allocation and design has the potential to
increase academic staff experience of agency, self-efficacy, self-determination, and con-
nectedness, which are all antecedents of joy in work. This, however, will require all sta-
keholders to think differently. Future research that explores the effects of crisis, change,
and psychosocial hazards in the academic work environment and how this influences joy
in work for academic staff is needed as a matter of priority.
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