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‘I’m my own biggest critic’ – an autoethnographic reflection of an early-career researcher’s first year as a Lecturer in Law 
Embedding my discussions in the wider literature around the neoliberal university and adopting an autoethnographic approach (the keeping of a diary), I explore the thoughts and feelings that I have felt over my first year of teaching and researching in my first permanent lectureship, post PhD during the midst of a global pandemic and where strike action is evidently present. Using an inductive thematic analysis, I highlight three recurring themes: (1) Anxiety; (2) Imposter syndrome; and (3) Catastrophising – all of which are heavily interlinked and evidently present across the neoliberal higher education system. I use these themes to highlight how this has affected my own understanding of what it’s like to work in academia as a Lecturer in Law and in turn, how this has affected my feelings towards my job and more importantly, towards my teaching and research – aspects of my job which commonly come into conflict with each other. The final parts of this article puts forward suggestions on what early-career researchers can do to tackle their own insecurities and what individuals in the academy can also do to better support colleagues to create a form of collectiveness within the modern Law School. 
Keywords: autoethnography; teaching and research; supporting early-career researchers
Introduction 
As with most law students starting their first year of a law degree, I envisioned my future as a solicitor. But it was never meant to be. Work experience with a legal firm cemented for me that being a practising lawyer, in its traditional sense, was not my calling. So why then academia? Simply, I love learning. I am also fascinated by the law and want to strive for social justice. Being an academic lawyer allows me to do a job I love, whilst also making a difference in the world – whether that be to law students or influencing public policy. 
I am currently in my first permanent teaching and research law lectureship following the completion of my PhD in April 2020 at Keele University. Prior to my current permanent post, I was a temporary teaching fellow at a Russell Group University and before that, a GTA at a post 92 institution, on a three-year contract – all based in the UK. So, as you can imagine, getting that luxury permanent contract post-PhD was exhilarating. But even so, starting any new job post-PhD can be daunting. However, starting that position during a global pandemic and where strike action is evidently present, the daunting feeling that only an early-career researcher (ECR) can truly feel can be excruciating. 
Mainly for my own mental health and taking inspiration from the work of Wilkinson[footnoteRef:1] and Holt,[footnoteRef:2] throughout the first year of my permanent lectureship I kept a diary of my thoughts, feelings, and activities during this period. It is only through utilising Gibbs’ model of reflection,[footnoteRef:3] that I noticed recurring themes in my own thought patterns. It was only upon this reflection that I noted the growing pressures I feel as an ECR, particularly as an ECR in law in England and Wales, where legal education is changing.[footnoteRef:4] This, of course, is extremely personal, but I feel it is important to share this process not only for those in the same position as me, but also for students.[footnoteRef:5] [1:  Catherine Wilkinson, ‘Imposter syndrome and the accidental academic: an autoethnographic account’ (2020) 25(4) IJAD 363. ]  [2:  Nicholas L. Holt, ‘Beyond technical reflection: Demonstrating the modification of teaching behaviors using three levels of reflection’ (2001) 7(2) Avante 66. ]  [3:  Graham Gibbs, Learning by Doing: A guide to teaching and learning methods (Oxford Brookes University1988).]  [4:  In essence, the way in which solicitors are trained is changing, whereby a law degree is no longer as important as it once was. See, Dawn Jones, ‘Legal skills and the SQE: confronting the challenge head on’ 2018 53(1) Law Teach 35. ]  [5:  Elaine Campbell, ‘Reconstructing my identity: An autoethnographic exploration of depression and anxiety in academia’ (2018) 7(3) J. Organ. Ethnogr 235.] 

Adopting an autoethnographic approach, in this paper I explore the thoughts and feelings that I have felt over my first year of teaching and researching law, embedding this in the wider literature around the neoliberal university. Though similar studies have been conducted,[footnoteRef:6] this paper offers a unique perspective of not only what it is like to be an ECR in their first permanent post, but also starting that position during a global pandemic, where strike action is common across the sector.[footnoteRef:7] Using an inductive thematic analysis, I highlight three interlocking themes: (1) Anxiety; (2) Imposter syndrome; and (3) Catastrophising. I use these themes to highlight how this has affected my own understanding of what it is like to be an academic lawyer and how this has affected my feelings towards my teaching and research. The final parts of this article outlines suggestions on how ECRs can tackle these issues and what individuals in the academy can also do to better support those working in academia for the first time.   [6:  Ronald J. Pelias, ‘The Academic Tourist: An Autoethnography’ (2003) 9(3) QI 369; Nicholas S. Holt, ‘Beyond technical reflection: Demonstrating the modification of teaching behaviors using three levels of reflection’ (2001) 7(2) Avante 66.]  [7:  Joe Lewis, ‘University strike action in the UK’(House of Commons Briefing, 13 September 2023) <https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-9387/CBP-9387.pdf> accessed 27 September 2023. ] 


Contextualisation: The State of Higher Education in the UK 
There is no doubt that higher education in the UK is in a state of fluctuation. Strike action, audits and significant emphasis on student satisfaction is evidently present across all higher education institutions. Factors that are not just unique to the UK but present across the globe.[footnoteRef:8] Over the last 40 years, there has been an increasing trend in the number of students attending university, whilst at the same time funding has decreased.[footnoteRef:9] As a result, pressure continues to be placed on academics as we struggle to adapt to the continued expectations placed on us, particularly for ECRs:  [8:  See for example, Martina A. Caretta, Danielle Drozdzewski, Johanna C Jokinen & Emily Falconer, ‘“Who can play this game?” The lived experiences of doctoral candidates and early career women in the neoliberal university’ 2018 42(2) J. Geogr. High. Educ 262. ]  [9:  Colin Bryson, ‘What about the workers? The expansion of higher education and the transformation of academic work’ (2004) 35(1) Ind Relat 38, 39. ] 

The expectations of ECRs are multiple and demanding. They include, but are not limited to, providing: a multitude of measurable outputs and skills, publications, income generation through the acquisition of external grants, international collaboration, and teaching excellence, as well [as] proving that one can do all these things in combination and at pace.[footnoteRef:10]
 [10:  Above n 8, 262.] 

Pressures I continue, and often fail, to balance. For Acker and Wagner, higher educational institutions are now ‘[…] operating on quasi-business principles in order to increase efficiency in the face of progressive under-funding by government[s] […].[footnoteRef:11] A clear consequence of the neoliberal university. 
 [11:  Sandra Acker & Anne Wagner, ‘Feminist scholars working around the neoliberal university’ (2019) 31(1) Gend. Educ 62, 63.] 

The neoliberal university 
Neoliberalism can be defined as a form of reason that configures all aspects of existence in economic terms and is present in all aspects of public life, not just in universities. Put simply, neoliberalism is a political approach that favours free-market capitalism, deregulation, and reduction in government spending. There is a wealth of literature available on the neoliberal university, not just in the UK, but from across the world, with most writers critical of neoliberalism and higher education. In 2015 a public letter was signed by 126 senior academics in the UK concerned about universities becoming akin to small businesses.[footnoteRef:12] Yet the neoliberal university continues to flourish, whilst academics continue to buckle under the pressure. [12:  The Guardian, ‘Let UK universities do what they do best – teaching and research’ The Guardian (London, 6 July 2015) <https://www.theguardian.com/education/2015/jul/06/let-uk-universities-do-what-they-do-best-teaching-and-research?> accessed 15 October 2023.] 


Knowledge, including knowledge of the law, is no longer considered a useful tool in its own right, but used in exchange for money with academics being ‘forced to accept that metrics have become the currency of performance management in universities.’[footnoteRef:13] Arguably you could say this about most forms of employment – there is an exchange of services or knowledge for money. But the university setting should be different because ‘[…] space for critical thought, slow contemplation and transformative becoming for both student and university worker’[footnoteRef:14] should underpin the ethos of any educational system:  [13:  Liz Morrish, ‘The university has become an anxiety machine’ (Higher Education Policy Institute, 29 May 2019) <https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2019/05/23/the-university-has-become-an-anxiety-machine/> accessed 3 May 2023. ]  [14:  Igea Troiani & Claudia Dutson, ‘The Neoliberal University as a Space to Learn/Think/Work in Higher Education’ 2021 9(1) Archit. Cult. 5, 5. ] 

As a consequence, many university workers, academics, students and support staff, lament the recent changes as having ruined university culture and the very essence of what a university education was meant to deliver: graduates who learned civic responsibility and who could think and work positively toward a collective future without profit-making at the centre of every conversation or activity.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Ibid., 7. ] 


A notion I often struggle with. To be legally educated, is a privilege but currently ‘educational opportunities and services are transformed into tradeable national assets.’[footnoteRef:16] Audit ranking, both informally and formally, are part of the norm of being an academic. Nothing demonstrates this more in the UK than the Research Excellence Framework (REF).  [16:  Lawrence D. Berg, Edward H Huijbens & Henrik G. Larsen, ‘Producing anxiety in the neoliberal university’ 2016 60(2) Can Geogr 168, 172.] 


‘The REF is the UK’s system for assessing the quality of research in UK higher education institutions’[footnoteRef:17] and is carried out by four UK funding councils responsible for research and higher education. Here, academic outputs, including journal articles, book chapters, monographs and impact case studies are ranked. The higher a university scores in REF, the more money it is allocated from the government. For academics who have research included in their contract, including myself, REF is something you cannot escape, though often comes last on the ‘to-do list’, as increasing student numbers, student satisfaction surveys and admin responsibilities are seen as priority.[footnoteRef:18]  [17:  Research Excellence Framework, ‘About the REF’ (REF, 2023) <https://www.ref.ac.uk/about-the-ref/> accessed 3 May 2023. ]  [18:  Tania Israel, ‘Navigating Autonomy: A Mid-Career Reflection on Life in Academia’ (2020) 43(1) Women Ther 170, 174. ] 


But it is not just those on research contracts who feel the pressure of audits in the UKs higher educational system. As universities become more akin to small businesses, significant emphasis is placed on student satisfaction through audit ranking systems. Increased pressure to get students to complete the National Student Survey (NSS)[footnoteRef:19] and the creation and implementation of the Teaching and Excellence Framework (TEF)[footnoteRef:20] across universities in the UK, has placed further pressure on academics.  [19:  The NSS takes place once a year across all universities in the UK. Students are asked a range of questions and data extracted from the survey is then formatted into a league table. ]  [20:  This audit looks at teaching, learning and student outcomes. ] 


These audit ranking systems produce an ongoing sense of anxiety amongst academics and are a key driver in work-related stress within academia. As noted by Morrish: 
The six-yearly cycle of the Research Excellence Framework (REF), its shifting regulations and requirements, the commonly understood threshold of 3* quality outputs for submission, the implications of competition, the fear of repercussions for ‘failure’, as well as the inevitable anxiety which attends the detailed work of knowledge production, all add to stress among academics […] The Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) […] has increased pressure, with the requirement that student satisfaction, especially with assessment and feedback, be continually enhanced.[footnoteRef:21]
 [21:  Liz Morrish, ‘Pressure Vessels: The epidemic of poor mental health among higher education staff’ (Healthy Universities, 2029) 30 <https://healthyuniversities.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/HEPI-Pressure-Vessels-Occasional-Paper-20.pdf> accessed 1 May 2023. ] 

Audit ranking systems are the embodiment of the neoliberal university, in which the academy has now become ‘part of a wider system of anxiety production arising as part of the so-called “soft governance” of everything.’[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Above n 16, 180. ] 


Audit ranking systems are not just unique to universities in the UK, they are evidently present across the globe, as neoliberalism rises in other countries. For example, similar systems exist in Denmark,[footnoteRef:23] Iceland,[footnoteRef:24] and the Netherlands.[footnoteRef:25] Outside of Europe, audit systems exist in Australia,[footnoteRef:26] and India.[footnoteRef:27] All of which have had a profound effect on academics, including myself, whether research or teaching focused, or like me, a mixture of the both, with Castree et al arguing that neoliberalism and audits, across the globe, have deeply affected academia..[footnoteRef:28] The most significant consequences include:  [23:  Den Bibliometriske Forskningsindikator is Denmark’s national system for measuring research output. ]  [24:  Icelandic Evaluation System for Public Higher Education Institution is Iceland’s system for measuring performance.]  [25:  Standard Evaluation Protocol 2009-2015 is the Netherlands’ system for measuring research.]  [26:  Excellence in Research for Australia in Australia’s system for measuring research outputs. ]  [27:  National Institutional Ranking Framework is India’s system for measuring teaching and research. ]  [28:  Noel Castree et al, ‘Research assessment and the production of geographical knowledge’ (2006) 30(6) Prog. Hum. Geogr. 747, 761. ] 

[…] transforming the academic subject from labourer to human capital; favouring the market valuation of academic scholarship; fostering short-termism (in grants, in writing, in publishing) so as to be seen as ‘path-breaking’; necessitating monitoring and accounting systems to ensure both ‘value-for-money’ and ‘control of control’ for those who fund research and teaching […].[footnoteRef:29]
 [29:  Above n 16, 173.] 

This has led to a culture of overworking and significant mental health issues. 

Overworking and Mental Health 
As the neoliberal university has flourished, the working conditions of academics have withered. Overworking is now evidently present, with the average academic in the UK giving around 3 months of free labour each year.[footnoteRef:30] Workload increases have almost obliterated the boundaries between work and non-work. Indeed, there is a significant gap between contractual work hours and hours actually worked,[footnoteRef:31] felt throughout universities.[footnoteRef:32] [30:  John Ross, ‘Overworked academics “give away one-third of their time”’ (Times Higher Education, 18 August 2022) <https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/overworked-academics-give-away-one-third-their-time> accessed 13 May 2023.]  [31:  Gabriele Griffin, ‘The “Work-Work Balance” in higher education: between over-work, falling short and the pleasures of multiplicity’ (2022) 47(11) Stud. High. Educ 2190, 2195. ]  [32:  University College Union, Workload survey 2021 Data report (UCU, June 2022) <https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/12905/UCU-workload-survey-2021-data-report/pdf/WorkloadReportJune22.pdf> accessed 15 October 2023. ] 


For Maisuria, a significant consequence of the neoliberal university is the continued cuts in funding.[footnoteRef:33] Yet,  [33:  Alpesh Maisuria, ‘The Neo-liberalisation Policy Agenda and Its Consequences for Education in England: a focus on resistance now and possibilities for the future’ (2014) 12(2) Policy Futures Educ 286, 289. ] 

[…] academics are nevertheless expected to display an ever-rising record of grant-getting, project-managing, output-publishing and impact-demonstrating, often while also taking on a full complement of teaching and administration.[footnoteRef:34]
 [34:  Above n 11, 65. ] 

This increased pressure to succeed means often that we, as academics, feel like we have no choice but to complete tasks in our own time, particularly given that ‘[a]cademic work is typically characterised as individualised, self-managed and intrinsically motivating, with high levels of personal commitment.’[footnoteRef:35] All of which continues to put a strain on the mental health of those in higher education today, with the mental health crises in academia, for both staff and students, being well documented.[footnoteRef:36] Indeed, it has been reported that university staff in the UK are more stressed than the average British worker.[footnoteRef:37] A report commissioned by the Higher Education Policy Institute (HEPI) found that 43% of academic staff exhibited symptoms of a least a mild mental health disorder.[footnoteRef:38] With many academics who suffer from mental health issues, directly blaming their heavy workloads, lack of support and isolation as driving forces for the deterioration in their mental health.[footnoteRef:39] 
 [35:  John Kenny, ‘Academic work and performativity’ (2017) 74 High Educ 897, 899. ]  [36:  Sally Weale, ‘Higher education staff suffer “epidemic” of poor mental health’ The Guardian (London, 23 May 2019) <https://www.theguardian.com/education/2019/may/23/higher-education-staff-suffer-epidemic-of-poor-mental-health> accessed 12 May 2012. ]  [37:  Ibid.,  ]  [38:  Above n 13.  ]  [39:  Maria Alejandra Quijada, ‘My Mental Health Struggle in Academia: What I Wish All Business School Faculty, Students, and Administration Knew’ (2021) 45(1) J. Manag. Educ 19, 20.] 

The HEPI report conducted by Morrish further highlighted the escalation in poor mental health amongst university staff, concluding, by reference to the work of Hall and Bowles, that higher education is creating an ‘anxiety machine’,[footnoteRef:40] linked to excessive workloads and matrix dominance. For Hall and Bowles, the anxiety machine of academia is not a coincidence, as articulated by Morrish:  [40:  Richard Hall & Kate Bowles, ‘Re-engineering Higher Education: The Subsumption of Academic Labour and the Exploitation of Anxiety’ (2016) 28 Workplace 30, 40.] 

[…] anxiety is designed into management practices so that it becomes a permanent feature of the academy. The calculated exploitation of employee anxiety about job security, promotion and performance adequacy is a key part of its business model.[footnoteRef:41] 
 [41:  Above n 21, 42. ] 

Between 2009 and 2016 referrals for counselling for university staff, including academics and professional service staff, in the UK rose on average by 77%. Referrals to occupational health services, during the same period, rose on average by 64%.

Like neoliberalism, the rise in mental health conditions amongst university staff is not unique to the UK. Nor is it a new phenomenon. For instance, a study conducted in Australia in 2003 found that mental illness in academic staff was three to four times higher than that of the general population.[footnoteRef:42] More recently, research conducted in Canada, highlights the demands of the neoliberal university, which has placed significant physical and psychological tolls on staff.[footnoteRef:43] 
 [42:  Anthony H. Winefield, Nicole Gillespie, Con Stough, Jagdish Dua, John Hapuarachchi & Carolyn Boyd, ‘Occupational stress in Australian university staff: Results from a national survey’ 2003 10(1) Int. J. Stress Manag 51, 51.]  [43:  Michelle Jayman, Jonathan Glazzard & Anhea Rose, ‘Tipping point: The staff wellbeing crisis in higher education’ (2022) 7 Front. Educ 01, 02. ] 

The drive towards neoliberalism in higher education has resulted in:
‘constant revolutionising of production’ in tandem with significant ‘disturbance of all social conditions’ [wedging] universities into a state that is fairly described as ‘uncertainty and agitation’.[footnoteRef:44]
 [44:  Karl Marx & Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto (Penguin 2002) 13. ] 

In turn, overworking and mental health issues have become the norm across the sector, both inside and outside of the UK, as often our careers depend on us being able to do it all, whilst maintaining positive metrics. Issues, which upon reflection of this research, underpin my own decision-making processes.
Methods and Data Analysis 
To conduct this research an autoethnographic approach was used. An autoethnographic study blends autobiographical and ethnographic methods, to create a therapeutic output for the researcher to reflect upon. As potently put by Ellis, Adam and Bochner 
[a]utoethnography is an approach to research and writing that seeks to describe and systematically analyze [sic] (graphy) personal experience (auto) in order to understand cultural experience (ethno).[footnoteRef:45]  [45:  Carolyn Ellis, Tony E. Adams & Arthur P. Bochner, ‘Autoethnography: An Overview’ (2011) 36(4) Hist. Soc. Res, 273, 273. ] 

This form of research emerged following a ‘crisis of confidence’ in traditional scientific forms of research in the 1980s and was highly influenced by postmodernist approaches to research.[footnoteRef:46] It allows the researcher to write using their own voice, drawing on their own personal experiences and reflect on how these experiences have influenced their behaviours since, or in my case, how my experiences have influenced my own teaching and research practices, thereby linking my own ‘personal experience to issues in [my] social situation’ as an academic lawyer.[footnoteRef:47]  [46:  Sarah Wall, ‘An Autoethnography on Learning About Autoethnography’ (2006) 5(2) Int. J. Qual. Methods 146, 148. ]  [47:  Ibid., 153.  ] 


Autoethnographic research is contentious and has been criticised for ‘[…] being self-indulgent, narcissistic, introspective and individualised.’[footnoteRef:48] Indeed, Poerwandari suggests: [48:  Sarah Stahlke Wall, ‘Toward a Moderate Autoethnography’ (2016) 15(1) Int. J. Qual. Methods 1, 1.] 

[…] a researcher might choose autoethnography not because they realize [sic] that they have a lot of stories to share to construct knowledge, but because they are lazy or unwilling to do their best to collect data.[footnoteRef:49]
 [49:  Elizabeth Kristi Poerwandari, ‘Minimizing Bias and Maximizing the Potential Strengths of Autoethnography as a Narrative Research’ (2021) 63(4) Jpn. Psychol. Res. 310, 313. ] 

Claims I fundamentally disagree with. As eloquently put by Hamden, autoethnographic studies are grounded in: 
‘privileged knowledge,’ […] because it presents accounts from insiders or people with direct experience of the phenomenon, which at the same time can lead to better analysis of the complexity of problems.[footnoteRef:50]
 [50:  Amani Hamdan, ‘Autoethnography as a Genre of Qualitative Research: A Journey Inside Out’ 11 (2012) IIQM 585, 587. ] 

Further, to counteract the claims that such research is ‘lazy’,[footnoteRef:51] ‘emotional’,[footnoteRef:52]  or ‘selfish’,[footnoteRef:53] I have grounded my findings within the broader academic literature to illustrate the wider significance of my experiences, and ultimately to facilitate conversations.    
 [51:  Sara Delamont, ‘The only honest thing: Autoethnography, reflexivity and small crises in fieldwork’ 4(1) (2009)  Ethnogr. Educ. 51, 60. ]  [52:  Sarah Stahlke Wall, ‘Toward a Moderate Autoethnography’ (2016) 15(1) Int. J. Qual. Methods 1, 4. ]  [53:  Above n 49. ] 

During my first year of teaching and researching at Keele University I kept a diary.[footnoteRef:54] This was kept using Microsoft Word. Though Wilkinson[footnoteRef:55] suggests that writing notes on a computer is more akin to academic writing – a negative for them – and thus preferring to take paper notes, for me I found that writing on a laptop or a computer made it feel more like ‘research’ which in turn had a positive impact on my emotions. It felt like I was actually doing something productive on those days when it felt like I had not achieved anything. I started my field notes on 6th September 2021, at the start of the new academic year (6 months after starting my lectureship) and continued to take notes until 1st June 2022. [54:  For a discussion on using a diary as a research method, see, Kathleen M. DeWalt & Billie R. DeWalt, Participant Observation: A Guide for Fieldworkers (Altamira Press 2002). ]  [55:  Above n 1, 365.] 


My field notes were then analysed using an inductive thematic analysis, which allowed for the processing of data coding without a pre-existing coding framework.[footnoteRef:56] To do this, I printed my written notes and started to code using a flexible coding system. Once this had been completed, I had 13 codes. To narrow this down, I regrouped my codes using a more rigid approach. So, for instance, instead of ‘organisation’ and ‘admin issues’ as two different codes, I merged these together and gave them the umbrella term ‘anxiety’ after finding a direct link between my anxiety decreasing when I was more organised, and admin issues were at bay, as shown in Table 1. Overall, I reviewed my data 3 times over the course of 4 weeks, narrowing the codes down (see Table 2) to three interlocking themes: (1) Anxiety; (2) Imposter syndrome; and (3) Catastrophising. It was only upon this reflection, that I realised how much my mental health had been impacted by the continuous pressures placed upon me by the neoliberal university.  [56:  Virginia Braun & Victoria Clarke, ‘Using thematic analysis in psychology’ (2006) 3(2) Qual. Res. Psychol. 77, 81. ] 


Table 1. Data codes and themes: first and second analysis

Table 2. Data codes and themes: second and final analysis 

Research Ethics 
Throughout the research and writing process, I ensured my work was underpinned by basic ethical considerations, most notably, do no harm.[footnoteRef:57] When referring to others, I use the term ‘student’ or ‘colleague’. Though it could be argued that ‘harm’ maybe generated by the honest reflections of my account, most notably to my career,[footnoteRef:58] particularly given that I have not anonymised my institution. Indeed, this form of research ‘can promote vulnerability, nakedness, and shame’.[footnoteRef:59] However, I feel it is important that we are open and honest with our experiences in academia because it is only through having conversations that we can enact change.[footnoteRef:60] Further it would be counterintuitive to anonymise the institution in which the research took place, as this information is publicly available online.[footnoteRef:61] [57:  Rob D. van den Berg, Penny Hawkins & Nicoletta Stame, Ethics for Evaluation: Beyond “doing no harm” to “tackling bad” and “doing good” (Routledge 2021). ]  [58:  Martin Tolich, ‘A Critique of Current Practice: Ten Foundational Guidelines for Autoethnographers’ (2010) 20(12) Qual. Health Res. 1599, 1601. ]  [59:  Dwayne Custer, Autoethnography as a Transformative Research Method (2014) 19(37) The Qualitative Report 1, 3. ]  [60:  Elaine Campbell, ‘Reconstructing my identity: An autoethnographic exploration of depression and anxiety in academia’ (2018) 7(3) J. Organ. Ethnogr 235, 243.]  [61:  Above n 1, 366.] 


Results 
The overall data revealed three interlinking themes: (1) Anxiety; (2) Imposter Syndrome; and (3) Catastrophising. 

Anxiety 
Anxiety can be defined as ‘a feeling of unease, such as worry or fear, that can be mild or severe’[footnoteRef:62] and is common across the globe.[footnoteRef:63] Anecdotally, it is common in academia,[footnoteRef:64] though there is little empirical evidence to support such claims.[footnoteRef:65] Many discussions are undertaken anonymously and although mental health issues are now commonly accepted in society in general, arguably academia has a long way to go, as from my own experience of working in the academy for 6 years, it is not spoken about openly.[footnoteRef:66]  [62:  NHS, ‘Overview - Generalised anxiety disorder in adults’ (NHS, 5 October 2022) <https://www.nhs.uk/mental-health/conditions/generalised-anxiety-disorder/overview/#:%7E:text=Anxiety%20is%20a%20feeling%20of,medical%20test%20or%20job%20interview> accessed 4 May 2023. ]  [63:  Dennis Campbell ‘UK has experienced “explosion” in anxiety since 2008, study finds’ The Guardian (London, 14 September 2020) <https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/sep/14/uk-has-experienced-explosion-in-anxiety-since-2008-study-finds> accessed 2 May 2023. ]  [64:  Academics anonymous, ‘There is a culture of acceptance around mental health issues in academia’ The Guardian (London, 1 March 2014) <https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/blog/2014/mar/01/mental-health-issue-phd-research-university> accessed 3 May 2013. ]  [65:  Ibid.,   ]  [66:  Academics anonymous, ‘Managing an anxiety disorder in academia is a full-time job’ The Guardian (London, 29 April 2016) <www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/2016/apr/29/managing-an-anxiety-disorder-in-academia-is-a-full-time-job> accessed 5 May 2023. ] 


Feelings of anxiety are normal, especially for me. It is something I have come to accept is part of my personality but it was not until reflecting upon my field notes, that I noticed the extent of my anxiety and how it can be impacted quite quickly by what might be considered ‘trivial’ to others: 
Who knew it would be the lack of a computer in my office at work that would break me? … I have a significant amount of teaching over the next few weeks (at least 4 hours every day for the next two weeks – covering an array of topics) where I need to print teaching material[s]. How can I do that without a computer? I feel sick at the thought of teaching again in the morning and my anxiety is high […] I am an organised person, and this is not helping me. 
							(Diary extract 31/09/21)

Organisation and anxiety are heavily linked for me. This can be considered as part of my own anxiety-provoking assumptions (APAs) – false beliefs that anxiety suffers carry with them (for me, imposter syndrome, fear of failure, overthinking and catastrophising – to name but a few). Indeed, ‘[a]cademic life frequently triggers anxious thoughts and feelings connected to […] APAs: approval, perfectionism, control, vulnerability and dependency.’[footnoteRef:67] Control and organisation, go hand-in-hand for me. It is clear from my diary extracts, that I place significant weight on organisation to control my anxiety:  [67:  Ibid., ] 

Tomorrow is my first in-person lecture since 2019. My anxiety is through the roof, I feel sick […] I’ve had these notes prepared for at least 2 months now. The more organised I feel, the better I can control the butterflies in my tummy.
(Diary extract, 09/03/22)
This means that I spend a lot of time on my teaching preparation, for what might be in some instances, a class lasting an hour with only a handful of students. This is amplified further by being an academic lawyer, whereby my teaching preparation needs to be continually updated, to reflect the constant changes to the law. It also meant, that due to timetabling issues and my need to feel in control and organised, in the second semester (January 2022 – June 2022) where possible, I pushed my teaching back to March, as it was not known at this point if we would be teaching face-to-face or online due to the rise in Covid cases across the UK. 

Though this helped my anxiety in January, come March, I regretted this decision, where my anxiety amplified dramatically as my teaching obligations also increased: 
Arrrrr [sic] I have so much teaching this month. Why did I put it off? I feel physically shattered, mentally exhausted and just unwell in general. 
(Diary extract 01/03/22)
My anxiety therefore did not only just affect my physical behaviour, for instance, being overly organised, it also had a significant impact on my physical and mental well-being, illustrated in the extracts above, where I often mention feeling physically sick. Physical symptoms of anxiety are not uncommon. For me, sickness, headaches, and panic attacks are common occurrences when I am feeling anxious. 

Imposter Syndrome 
In essence, imposter syndrome is a feeling of not belonging. It is often associated with not feeling intelligent enough to be in a role. It is experienced by many working in academia,[footnoteRef:68] especially women.[footnoteRef:69] It is a feeling, like that of my anxiety, I experience regularly, in both my teaching and research:  [68:  Michelle Addison, ‎Maddie Breeze & Yvette Taylor (eds), The Palgrave Handbook of Imposter Syndrome in Higher Education (2022 Palgrave).]  [69:  Melis Muradoglu et al, ‘Women—particularly underrepresented minority women—and early-career academics feel like impostors in fields that value brilliance’ (2022) 114(5) J. Educ. Psychol. 1086, 1086. ] 

I have been working on this article now for the best part of 12 months. It has been bounced back to me so many times, I just cannot bring myself to open the email with the next lot of corrections. I need this article for probation purposes but maybe this job is not meant for me. Maybe I am not good enough to be here. I’ll leave the email for now and complete some admin tasks instead. I know that I am my own biggest critic. 
(Diary extract 06/12/21)
Throughout my diary extracts, it is apparent that my fear of failure intertwines directly with my imposter syndrome and in turn, to deal with these intense feelings of not feeling ‘good enough’ I procrastinate. Procrastination is considered the process of putting a task off by distracting yourself with something else, despite knowing that you will be worse off in the long run. Like that of imposter syndrome, it is a common occurrence in academia.[footnoteRef:70]  [70:  Marina Goroshit, ‘Academic procrastination and academic performance: An initial basis for intervention’ (2018) 26(2) J. Prev. Interv. 131, 131.] 


In the extract above, I deal with imposter syndrome by completing admin-related tasks, in this instance, organising the virtual learning environment for one of my modules. My imposter syndrome tells me that I am not good enough for this role and, in turn, procrastination is better than failure.[footnoteRef:71] It is important to remember, ‘[w]e [academics] do not enjoy slacking. If we appear to be slacking, it is typically avoidance behaviour coupled with intense guilt for not getting our work done.’[footnoteRef:72] In other examples, highlighted in my notes, I tidy my office; I distract myself with assessment marking and message colleagues on Microsoft Teams to see if they were free for a chat.  [71:  A common thought. See, Lacy Rakestraw, ‘How to Stop Feeling like Phony in Your Library: Recognizing the Causes of the Imposter Syndrome, and How to Put Stop to the Cycle’ (2017) 109(3) LLJ 465, 469.]  [72:  Above n 18, 173.] 


Not only does imposter syndrome result in procrastination for me, but it also means I spend a considerable amount of time on other tasks that should only take a few minutes to complete. A prime example of this, highlighted throughout my diary extracts, is emails:
I needed to chase [a colleague] about research interviews that I need to complete by the end of the month. But recruitment has been slow. What if I email them and they say that the organisation [omitted to maintain confidentiality] no longer wants to take part? I am just not good enough. 
(Diary extract 16/03/22)
I eventually did send the email, but this was nearly 6 hours after I originally thought I need to do this. Similarly, in an earlier extract:
I have spent so much time on this article, maybe I need to go back to the original journal I approached to see if they would reconsider it for publication … but what if they say no? What if I am blacklisted from publishing with this journal ever again? What if this article never gets published and in turn, I fail my probation? 
(Diary extract 01/10/21)
I did eventually send the email, almost 8 days later. Arguably, these examples symbolise the culture of perfectionism that the neoliberal university breeds, for both staff and students.[footnoteRef:73]  [73:  Thomas Curran & Andrew P Hill, ‘How perfectionism became a hidden epidemic among young people’ The Conversation (London, 3 January 2018) <https://theconversation.com/how-perfectionism-became-a-hidden-epidemic-among-young-people-89405> accessed 15 October 2023. ] 


Catastrophising 
Both my anxiety and my imposter syndrome lead significantly to overthinking and in turn, my ability to catastrophise, particularly when it comes to teaching:
I felt so underprepared before teaching today. The module I am on is very intense … I was wide awake most of the night. I think today’s teaching is going to be bad and in turn, I will be found out (imposter syndrome).
(Diary extract 13/10/21)
Later extracts from the same day reveal that these worries were all in my head: 
the worry was for nothing … I DO KNOW STUFF! [sic] I was able to get the class to speak for the first time and was thanked afterwards by several students. 
(Diary extract 13/10/21)

My ability to catastrophise is evidently present in other parts of my job:
Today has been horrific. From the moment I woke up to the end of the working day, everything and I mean EVERYTHING, seemed to go wrong. I did a radio interview. It went bad. The line kept breaking up. The presenter seemed to dislike me. I felt shut down. Public engagement is a big part of my research and career, I’ve ruined it. I am not going to be asked to do a radio interview again. I have spent the day crying (not helped that I left my laptop charger at work [sic]). 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK2][bookmark: OLE_LINK3](Diary extract 23/02/22)

I carried this worry with me into the remainder of the week, often feeling sick when thinking back to the interview. I was determined I would never do a radio interview again. But just over a month later, I accepted another interview:
Get back on the horse they say. And I did that today. I accepted a radio interview, and it went so well. Even [my colleague] in the university communications department got in touch to congratulate me (I had spoken to [them] previously about THAT interview). Today is a good day. 
(Diary extract 31/03/22)
But this feeling of rejoice, upon reflection, often came a little late, the catastrophising had significantly taken hold, which in turn flared my imposter syndrome and my anxiety. 

Reflections 
It is evident that all three themes above are heavily interlinked, the more anxious I feel, the more I feel that I am an imposter within academia and, in turn, the more I catastrophise, as illustrated in Figure 1. Put simply, my feelings are not exclusive and often once one is triggered, it will be closely followed by another. For instance, utilising an example from above, my imposter syndrome around my research and my fear of being found a ‘fraud’ results in my overthinking and my inability to send an email, which in turn results in anxiety. This vicious bidirectionality cycle of anxiety, imposter syndrome and catastrophising impacts every aspect of my working life. From my teaching, where I often experience physical symptoms such as headaches or nausea due to an increase in anxiety, to my research where I may lay awake at night thinking about how I am not good enough for this part of my job. Each has a significant impact on my physical and mental well-being and is heavily underpinned by my imposter syndrome, with Israel suggesting that these feelings I experience, are ‘common demon[s] among academics, although it is not openly expressed.’[footnoteRef:74] [74:  Above n 18, 178.] 


Figure 1: The bidirectionality cycle of anxiety, imposter syndrome and catastrophising.

Anxiety, imposter syndrome and catastrophising are inevitable in the neoliberal university, where a ‘publish or perish’ culture has been created in the wake of the growing emphasis placed on the REF, with a third of academics aged 25 to 34 feeling the pressure to publish.[footnoteRef:75] As potently put by O’Gorman:  [75:  Claire Shaw, ‘Overworked and isolated - work pressure fuels mental illness in academia’ The Guardian (London, 8 May 2014) <https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/blog/2014/may/08/work-pressure-fuels-academic-mental-illness-guardian-study-health> accessed 15 May 2023.] 

We [academics] work under conditions of surveillance […] Our universities provide us with enhanced opportunities to worry about whether we’re ‘performing’ to the right level. Is this research good enough? Is this teaching good enough? Is this public-engagement work valuable enough? Am I showing ‘leadership,’ doing ‘collaborative research,’ applying for enough grants? Oh, yes, and have I got my ‘work-life balance’ right? [...] The modern university is a breeding ground for worry.[footnoteRef:76] [76:  Francis O’Gorman, ‘How Academe Breeds Anxiety’ (The Chronicle of Higher Education, 13 July 2015) <https://www.chronicle.com/article/how-academe-breeds-anxiety/> accessed 5 May 2023. ] 


Pressures I continue to feel daily. 


Open, honest, and public conversations about the mental health strains of working in academia are hard to come by and where conversations do take place, as noted at the start of this article, these are often done anonymously. However, through informal conversations with colleagues, I know I am not the only one experiencing significant anxiety, imposter syndrome or an ability to catastrophise every little event when it comes to teaching and/or research. It was, however, only upon reflection of my diary extracts, that I noticed that I have found coping mechanisms to deal with these intense feelings, which in turn has helped me attempt to break the bidirectionality cycle. 
                       
Community and collectiveness
Feeling part of a group can be considered a normal human emotion[footnoteRef:77] and in academia, where it can be, as noted by Kenny,[footnoteRef:78] incredibly lonely at times, community and collectiveness are important. However, it’s an aspect of academic life that has been heavily impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic.[footnoteRef:79] It was not until reflecting on my diary extracts that I realised how much emphasis I placed on community and collectiveness and how this helped reduce my anxiety:  [77:  Mary Hyde & David Chavis, ‘Sense of Community and Community Building’ in Ram A. Cnaan & Carl Milofsky (eds), Handbook of Community Movements and Local Organizations (Springer Publishing 2008) 179–192. ]  [78:  Above n 35, 899.]  [79:  Iman Deznabi, Tamanna Motahar, Ali Sarvghad, Madalina Fiterau & Narges Mahyar, ‘Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on the Academic Community Results from a survey conducted at University of Massachusetts Amherst’ (2021) 2(2) DGOV 1, 1. ] 

I enjoyed today. A group of us went out after work, a welcome dinner if you will. It was amazing to feel part of something. 
(Diary extract 06/10/21)

But this feeling was often short-lived. As the academic year went into full swing, and strike action was on the horizon, I felt the community collectiveness drop and in turn, this impacted my anxiety: 
With strike action around the corner, I do not know what to do. I feel guilty for my students, I feel guilty for my career (what if I get behind). I feel like there is no right or wrong answer. Strike action is meant to make you feel part of something […].
(Diary extract 16/10/21)
Strike action is supposedly, anecdotally, meant to make you feel part of a collective group, something I did not feel personally. Instead, I felt isolated and in turn, this increased my anxiety. As the academic year progressed and my colleagues got busier, that isolation continued to play a huge part in my anxiety. This is a significant consequence of neoliberalism as it increases loneliness and compromises our well-being by ‘increasing competition and […] reducing people’s sense of connection to others.’[footnoteRef:80] [80:   Julia C. Becker, Lea Hartwich & S A. Haslam, ‘Neoliberalism can reduce well-being by promoting a sense of social disconnection, competition, and loneliness’ (2021) 60(3) Br J Soc Psychol 947, 947. ] 


However, when I did look for a place to belong, I did find collectiveness and community, sometimes it’s just hard to locate, particularly during a vicious bidirectionality cycle of anxiety, imposter syndrome and catastrophising. Most notably, I found collectiveness in writing support groups, a mentor (whether formal or informal) you feel comfortable talking to, an important lifeline for an ECR, and a support system of colleagues – something I always had but mainly due to a mixture of anxiety and imposter syndrome, I was afraid to seek out.

Collectiveness can be found; you just need to find your ‘people’ and ask for help – something that is easier said than done. Established colleagues reaching out to ECRs offering direct support, even when it may look like they have everything together, can provide a lifeline, when imposter syndrome, anxiety and catastrophising is stifling. A colleague reaching out, telling you that you are doing something right, can help with solidifying your place in academia – something we all need to do more of. Indeed, when I eventually got my article published, which had caused me significant worry at various points during the academic year, the sharing of the article across Twitter by academics in the same field as myself, gave me hope that I could do this job. A simple ‘retweet’ can create such joy.[footnoteRef:81] Where that community has been lost due to Covid or industrial action, we need to prioritise finding it again.  [81:  The author does not suggest that we should validate our worth by social media ‘likes’ alone. ] 


Space 
In academia, time to think and the ability to walk away from our research and teaching is important but something I have only just discovered: 
This morning, before teaching, I made myself get up early to get to the gym and I feel so much better for it. Teaching went ace [sic]. I felt on top of [my] game and the anxiety I have felt all week seems to have lapsed, not gone completely, but so much better than it was. 
(Diary extract 04/12/21)

Coming straight into the world of academia from a PhD, it is often difficult to normalise timeout. Making time for myself by going to the gym, my happy place, made me a better Lecturer. It reduced my anxiety and in turn, I felt this during the teaching session. It also made me a better researcher, as it was only when I took some time out that I could find the space to think and later that day, to write – an important aspect of my job that often gets lost in the day-to-day life of an academic in the neoliberal university. But this continuous mantra of being able to do it all is impossible to maintain.

We need to be more open in academia that it is okay to take a break, to in fact, normalise taking a break – especially where it is considered extremely normal for academics to be working evenings, weekends and during annual leave.[footnoteRef:82] This way of academic life is unsustainable and though strike action is ‘fighting’ against this, we all need to practice what we preach. Or as potently put by Jonepier and van de Sande, ‘[…] without wanting to engage in “academic victim blaming”, we also need to look at ourselves.’[footnoteRef:83] [82:  Fleur Jongepier & Mathijs van de Sande, ‘Workaholic academics need to stop taking pride in their burnout’ (Times Higher Education, 4 March 2021) <https://www.timeshighereducation.com/opinion/workaholic-academics-need-stop-taking-pride-their-burnout> accessed 6 May 2023.]  [83:  Ibid.,] 


Being your own cheerleader 
Support from colleagues can only go so far, we need to recognise and celebrate our own achievements. Though perhaps considered slightly narcissistic to some, over my 6 years of working in academia, I have kept physical copies of my achievements. From a printed copy of my first ever journal publication to a picture of me on the BBC’s ‘The Big Questions’. I use these objects on the days when my imposter syndrome and catastrophising is ripe to prove to myself that I can do this job, and that I am good enough. I know colleagues who have taken a similar approach with emails from students. For Israel she acknowledges how she ‘clings’ to tracking citations, Research Gate Scores and the views on her TED talk as it helps her ‘to persist through bouts of self-doubt.’[footnoteRef:84]  [84:  Above n 18, 180.] 

Although I do not think the imposter syndrome will ever completely vanish, I found that this approach works for me: 
It has been a bad day. An article rejection nearly broke me. I do try but it seems impossible. My imposter syndrome was so strong, I felt the urge just to give up, but then I remembered, whilst looking at the ‘wall of narcissism’ that I have successes and one rejection does not define the type of academic I am. 
				(Diary extract 05/05/22)
After all, we all need to be our own cheerleaders. In turn, those working in the academy need to normalise failure more. It is fantastic showcasing the success, but we also need to shine a light on the ‘failures’.
Conclusion 

Starting any new position in academia as an ECR can be a struggle, but add to this an ongoing global pandemic, strike action, and a cost-of-living crisis, that struggle is intense. In the midst of a bidirectionality cycle of anxiety, impostor syndrome and catastrophising, it can feel impossible to feel you are ‘good enough’ for academia, especially as the neoliberal university looks like it’s here to stay. For me, all three feelings, anxiety, imposter syndrome and catastrophising, have a significant impact on my physical and mental well-being, alongside impacting my teaching and research. However, this research not only allowed me to explore these feelings in-depth, but it also allowed me to accept that these feelings are ‘normal’ – just not often spoken about publicly. They are in essence, the product of the neoliberal state. But the effects of the neoliberal university are not just felt on academics, students are also heavily impeded as
[…] working on the academic conveyor belt we process student work and students in a manner that is dauntingly benign, unhuman but efficient […] The student experience of being processed through the neoliberal university system can arguably be equally productively efficient, distant, disembodied and numb. Still, everyone is working toward student graduation, at whatever cost.[footnoteRef:85]  
 [85:  Above n 21, 35. ] 

With the cost often being the mental well-being of both staff and students.[footnoteRef:86]  [86:  There is significant evidence of a growing issue of mental health among university students. See, Rachel Hall, ‘Pandemic still affecting UK students’ mental health, says helpline’ The Guardian (London, 14 November 2022) <https://www.theguardian.com/education/2022/nov/14/pandemic-still-affecting-uk-students-mental-health-says-helpline-covid> accessed 4 May 2023.] 

If we really do want to create change in academia, which support for strike action seems to suggest, we need to be more open about the struggles, whilst also helping to find solutions: 
I have never heard anyone talk about work they never published, so it is easy to assume everyone else finished everything they started, that I am the only one who abandoned some projects on the cusp of publication […] Only now that I am accomplished enough to feel like no one will question my contribution to the field can I admit that I questioned it all along.[footnoteRef:87] [87:  Above n 18, 179. ] 


For me I have found that keeping a record of my successes, no matter how small, allowed me to directly reflect on the ‘good’ instead of the ‘bad’; taking time away from my work made me a better researcher and lecturer; and put simply, just taking the plunge. But the pressure should not just be on the individual to find coping mechanisms when struggling with aspects of academia, there are ways in which those also working in the academy can also support ECRs. For example, retweeting or sharing a person’s work within your own networks; normalising failure; and most importantly, helping to foster a community of encouragement as 
[w]ith appropriate guidance and support, challenges can be turned into learning opportunities and a supportive academic environment can make the difference between being overwhelmed and succeeding.[footnoteRef:88]  [88:  Above n 8, 273.] 


Limitations and Future Research 
It is acknowledged that this research project only represents the views of one ECR based at one UK Higher Education institution, though where relevant I have used the wider literature to evidence my experiences. Future research in this area would seek to understand the perspectives of other ECRs across other institutions to verify my own experiences. 
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