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ABSTRACT

This article examines the public administration role of university personnel who are state em-
ployees by analyzing female senior lecturers’ stories on working in Swedish universities, especially 
regarding how their role as a civil servant is narrated as part of their work. A performative narrative 
approach was used to analyze the in-depth interviews of four female senior lecturers at Swedish 
universities. Through the analysis, three shared storylines emerged: I don’t think of myself as a 
civil servant; You have to keep a certain level and It’s a solitary duty. The study revealed how 
the senior lecturer position was narrated by the interviewees in terms of duties to students and 
the public and the lack of efficient social support and knowledge. The findings are discussed as 
gendered expressions of working as a female senior lecturer in Sweden. 
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Introduction

Sweden has a population of approximately 10 million people, including about 
250,000 state employees. The academic sector of Sweden—the focus of this 
paper—is relatively large, and every fourth individual working at a university or 

college is a state employee (about 75,000; Statistics Sweden 2016). In terms of public 
administration, the universities of the Nordic countries are of special interest because 
it has been argued that they have been politicized to meet societal needs (Neave 2006; 
Nybom 2006). In other words, education is related to the idea of the public good, that 
is, referring to democracy and openness (Marginson 2011). Even though there are many 
similarities between the academic milieus of the Nordic countries, when it comes to 
academic autonomy (Estermann et al. 2011), there are also differences. For example, 
the universities in Sweden have less organizational autonomy than the universities in 
the other Nordic countries (Estermann et al. 2011). Within universities in the Nordic 
countries, including Swedish universities, collegiate leadership and administrative orga-
nization are combined, and personnel have to organize conflicting work tasks related 
to various factors, such as students, society and the scientific community (Lynch & 
Ivancheva 2015). This study relates to the working life of those employed within this 
specific context of academia in Sweden.
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Many studies have examined what it means to work within various academic 
 contexts—including academic careers (Archer 2008; Carvalho & Santiago 2010; 
 Lapping 2006; Morley 2005), management and leadership (Bolman & Gallos 2011; 
Fullan & Scott 2009; Kligyte & Barrie 2014; Stensaker et al. 2012)—and how academ-
ics have managed recent changes within academia related to neoliberalism and new pub-
lic management (Chandler et al. 2002; Czarniawska & Genell 2002; Deem et al. 2007; 
Salter & Tapper 2000). Despite this breadth of literature, personal stories on handling 
various aspects of working as university lecturers (Chandler et al. 2002; Czarniawska 
& Genell 2002; Deem et al. 2007; Salter & Tapper 2000) and structural discussions on 
higher education (Marginson 2011; Neave 2006; Nybom 2006), there is little research, 
regarding how university personnel balance their role as state employees serving the 
public good (cf. Marginson 2011) with their role as academics. 

Previous research has shown that recent changes to academic work (Chandler 
et  al. 2002; Czarniawska & Genell 2002; Deem et al. 2007; Salter & Tapper 2000) 
have impacted gender equity within academia (Acker & Wagner 2017; Davies 2006; 
Harris et al. 2019; Morley 2011). For example, the higher demands of administrative 
tasks seem to affect women disproportionately (Brooks & MacKinnon 2001; Davies 
2006;  Leonard 2001; Mama 2003; Wilson et al. 2010). Even though the increase in 
participation of women in academia, extensive research has shown that unequal condi-
tions remain partly hidden within policies and informal power structures of academia 
( Morley 2011); thus, the often gendered outcomes of procedures for selection and pro-
motions within academia is understood as neutral due to the hegemonic assumption that 
academia is rational and neutral in its functioning (Mama 2003).

Responding to this gap in the literature, this paper focuses on the complex position 
of female senior lecturers as public administrators, contributing valuable information to 
those interested, from a gender perspective, in the working life of those within academia. 
The present study also offers insights about various aspects of public administration and 
the role of senior lecturers, based on an analysis of narratives from women employed at 
colleges and universities in Sweden. 

The aim of this study is to analyze female senior lecturers’ stories of working in 
Swedish universities, especially in regard to how they view their role as a civil servant. 

Background and approach 

Senior lecturers teach and often conduct research; at the same time, they serve as public 
administrators. In other words, as defined by Lipsky (2010), senior lecturers are street-
level bureaucrats, a concept used to describe public administrators who have direct 
contact with citizens and therefore act as a link between governmental work and the 
citizenry. Due to the distance between policy makers and street-level bureaucrats, Lipsky 
(2010) believes that policies are not only implemented but also framed in the every-
day work of street-level bureaucrats. Thus, policies are reframed in relation to a given 
origin due to the civil servants’ relatively high degree of discretion and organizational 
autonomy (Lipsky 2010). 

Senior lecturers within academia are a particularly interesting group of street-level 
bureaucrats since public administration is not the core element of academic work. Instead, 
such tasks are embedded among other duties (Becher & Trowler 2001; Cuthbert 1996). 
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Moreover, within academia, organizational character and work tasks are complex, and 
academic work is distinctly divided into smaller parts, such as research, education and 
administration (Archer 2008; Becher & Trowler 2001; Blaxter et al. 1998; Cuthbert 
1996). Frequently, there are also employment-related insecurities within academia, such 
as temporary employment and the struggle to obtain research funding while simultane-
ously addressing students’ needs. This situation is difficult to manage: ‘Most academics 
are now contractually required to teach, research, engage with the public and be impact-
ful. However, most academics are simultaneously unclear as to how to equally man-
age and fulfil each of these obligations’ (Watermeyer 2016, p. 2272). In general, public 
organizations are seen as complex milieus due to conflicting tasks and responsibilities 
(Carpenter & Krause 2012; Henkel 2005; Rainey & Chun 2005). Universities can be 
understood as public organizations, and, at the same time, academic freedom frames 
academic work (Hamlyn 1996; Henkel 2005; Lynch & Ivancheva 2015), making the 
situation even more complex.

Moreover, in academia, there are strong gender structures (Acker 2005, 2006; 
Angervall et al. 2018; Berger et al. 2015; Lipton 2017). Although overrepresented 
among students, women seldom become professors, and even though an almost equal 
number of men and women obtain PhDs in Sweden, only 22% of professors in 2011 
were women (Statistics Sweden 2012). Furthermore, women in academia report that 
they receive less support from institutions and peers and find themselves in careers that 
do not lead to senior positions (Morley 2014); instead, they typically receive contracts 
focused on teaching and/or administration (Carvalho & Santiago 2010) and informal 
work, such as serving on institutional committees and taking care of the ‘academic 
 family’ (Guarino & Borden 2017, p. 690). Research on women in academia shows how 
their careers are hindered by informal structures of gender inequality hidden behind 
formal equality between women and men (Frank Fox et al. 2017; Husu 2005; Mama 
2003; Morley 2011). Moreover, the gendered structure of academia is intertwined with 
gender structures in other parts of life. For example, even though female participation 
in the labor market in most countries has increased (Aliaga 2006), women’s total work-
load, including not only paid work but also unpaid work at home, exceeds that of men 
( MacDonald et al. 2005; Väänänen et al. 2004). 

Returning to the gendered patterns in working life in academia, several governmen-
tal investigations have been made on the differences between men and women, and there 
is an ongoing discussion due to gender equality (Keisu et al. 2015). That is, work on 
gender equality within universities is intertwined with the ongoing process of transfor-
mation and marketization of academia (Lynch & Ivancheva 2015; Watermeyer 2016), 
and most of the responsibility for gender equality has been transferred to universities 
(Keisu et al. 2015). To sum up, the gendered structure of academia partly depends on the 
changing structure of academic work itself, in which competition between individuals, 
as well as organizations, defines success (Müller & Kenney 2014). 

Furthermore, work experiences within universities are framed by the specific aca-
demic organization. In Sweden, universities have a ‘special status in terms of autonomy 
and academic freedom’ (Enders et al. 2013, p. 7), which means the context is defined by 
individualizing practices (Gill 2009). Previous studies on how personnel deal with com-
plexity within academia have illustrated how academics are caught between two con-
flicting systems of managerial organization and academic organization (Henkel 2005, 
cf. Clegg 2008; Shams 2019; Whitchurch 2008). Meanwhile, academia is also part of 
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the ongoing societal process of transformation, incorporating models of management 
(Lynch & Ivancheva 2015; Watermeyer 2016) in a societal process where the term 
public sector itself has been challenged (Newman & Clarke 2009); thus, the boundar-
ies between various parts of society, such as the state, the market and civil society, are 
increasingly vague (Kamp et al. 2013). Specifically, regarding academia, there is a strong 
consensus among scholars that there has been an increased adoption of managerialism 
in recent years (Clarke & Knights 2015; Shams 2019; Sparkes 2007), which has been 
described as a ‘bureaucratic revolution in universities’ (Nash 2019, p. 178). However, as 
argued by Nash (2019), it is important to distinguish between marketizing and bureau-
cracy in terms of guaranteeing the value of education. That is, the neoliberal idea of 
bureaucracy focusing on value for money should be understood as existing side by side 
with the idea of bureaucracy supporting education and the public good (cf. Marginson 
2011). The latter is oriented towards equal treatment of students, formalizing courses 
and assessments and further formalizing communication between the university and 
the student (Nash 2019). Formal and informal leadership both play important roles 
in power relations within academia (Gill 2009; Gillies & Lucey 2007; Jarvis 2000; 
 Stigmar 2008). 

Against this background, the present study explores the working lives of female 
senior lecturers, especially how public administration is viewed as part of their work. 
Here, gender is understood as socially constructed, and, by that, academia is self- 
evidently understood as gendered (cf. Haslanger 2012). That is, not only do individuals 
perform gender (doing gender) but so do organizations (Morley 1999). As shown above, 
within academia, gender hierarchies are evident (Weiler 2008), intertwined with the 
complexity of academic work (Thornton 2013).

Methods

This study uses a narrative method inspired by a performative approach ( Peterson & 
 Langellier 2006), which has previously been used in feminist studies (see, e.g., 
 Czarniawska 2004; Morison & Macleod 2013). This approach was chosen to frame 
everyday perspectives on academic work wherein the story told by the interviewee pro-
vides the possibility to integrate their subjective experience into the specific context of 
others. The stories told give information not only about specific events and how they 
are viewed but also about the storyteller herself, who is understood as an active agent 
(Elliot 2005; Sfard & Prusak 2005). The performative perspective of narrative analysis 
describes narrative as both making—creating a product side by side with other prod-
ucts (e.g., texts, images)—and doing—positioning the storyteller throughout the story 
( Peterson & Langellier 2006). Furthermore, the performative narrative approach is espe-
cially useful when analyzing gendered experiences. The performative approach to narra-
tive analysis is built upon Butler’s (1990) perspectives of how gender is (re)produced by 
repetitions of doings, in which every repetition is slightly different. By telling stories, the 
storyteller claims the right to define what happened and gives his/her subjective perspec-
tive on what happened (i.e., how the story should be narrated). Thus, storytelling can 
be described as an expression of how individuals make sense of a situation (Ericsson & 
Rakar 2017). Positioning is important in this perspective; the storyteller functions as a 
character in his/her own story, taking various positions in different contexts and making 
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the story an act of performance (Peterson & Langellier 2006). Accordingly, the narra-
tive itself reproduces existing power relations, which means that the narrative analysis 
can reveal social constructions. Regarding stories of working life, scholars acknowledge 
the importance of narrative analysis, especially in regard to its possibilities for revealing 
social relations (Brown 1985; Currie et al. 2009). 

In the present study, in-depth interviews were used to gather narratives on the every-
day experiences of various aspects of working in academia. Interviews were preferred 
to uncover personal stories about working as senior lecturers at universities. In relation 
to the chosen performative narrative approach, involving detailed analysis of text seg-
ments (transcripts) to reveal common stories of subjective experiences, the ambition was 
to focus on the depth of a few very in-depth interviews versus the breadth of many more 
superficial ones. Specifically, the material analyzed in this article was gathered from 
interviews with four interviewees. After these interviews were done, it was found in the 
analysis process that the collected data revealed insightful information on the research 
question. That is, the storylines provided sufficient insights to answer the aims of the 
study (cf. Charmaz 2006). 

To preserve the participants’ confidentiality, the interviewees were renamed using 
four of the most common names of women living in Sweden: Anna, Eva, Maria and 
Karin. All of the women were employed as senior lecturers at four different Swedish 
universities and university colleges (hereafter referred to as universities) for less than 
five years; all of them worked in humanities faculties but in different subject areas. They 
reported similar tasks and duties regardless of whether they were employed at a univer-
sity or a university college. 

The interviewees were recruited through informal contacts; none of them knew the 
researcher personally or were recruited from the researcher’s workplace. Each interview 
began with some small talk to make introductions between the interviewee and the 
researcher. Next, the researcher ensured that the interviewee had read the information 
letter, which was sent before the interview. The letter included the following informa-
tion: the project aim; Mid Sweden University and the researcher’s responsibility for the 
study; details on the data collection process, including the in-depth interviews, their sub-
sequent literal transcription and the removal of recognizable names of persons, universi-
ties, cities, etc., from the research notes to preserve confidentiality; details on how the 
data would be analyzed and communicated to the research community and the public; 
a statement that the project was not covered by the research ethics regulation in Sweden 
and had, therefore, not undergone an ethics review; and the fully voluntary nature of 
participation in the study, including the interviewee’s right to end the interview at any 
point without explanation. 

The researcher summarized the information from the letter, which was designed 
based on research ethics regulations formulated by the Swedish Research Council, 
before the interview started to ensure that the interviewees understood the study condi-
tions. After the introductory information was provided and the interviewee gave formal 
consent to participate in the study, the interview began. The interview, based on a the-
matic interview guide, focused on issues related to the interviewee’s position as a senior 
lecturer and their role as a civil servant. In addition, personal questions collected back-
ground information on their family situation, career and current position. 

The researcher analyzed the data through several readings of the material, at first 
to understand the information in full and later to find shared storylines. The initial step 
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of the analysis process was reducing the material by making case narratives (Sfard & 
Prusak 2005). Specific parts of the transcripts were coded and sorted to highlight specific 
events and situations, the passage of time and relationships between the storyteller and 
others (McAlpine 2016). The researcher assigned certain codes to specific lines from the 
transcripts, which were continually compared to each other to find similarities, as well 
as differences, between the four personal narratives. Throughout this process, categori-
zations and demarcations were made and remade (cf. Keady et al. 2009). Consequently, 
central perspectives on working in academia were found throughout the empirical mate-
rial. Together, these formed shared narrative storylines (Gergen 1988; Keady et al. 2009) 
that aimed to explain how the interviewees commonly narrated the position of senior 
lecturer. From a narrative point of view, the researcher interpreted the women’s stories 
as expressions of their experiences and as a doing in itself. In other words, the researcher 
understood the retelling experiences as a performative act, wherein social relations were 
revealed (Peterson & Langellier 2006).  

Results

In this section, the results of the narrative analysis are presented. The female senior 
lecturers’ stories were analyzed in terms of how they narrated their role as civil servants 
as part of their work. Even though the stories were distinctly linked to the interviewees’ 
subjective experiences and circumstances of being women working as senior lecturers, 
three common storylines were found: 1) I don’t think of myself as a civil servant, 2) 
You have to keep a certain level and 3) It’s a solitary duty. The three storylines are 
equally relevant in terms of describing the material. Due to the characteristics of the 
storylines, they are presented in the order to which they relate to the aim of the study. 
The first story line offers information on the context, including how empirically defined 
roles embedded in their work were narrated. The second highlights handling work tasks 
related to public administration, and the third concerns making sense of work through 
a common story of doing work singlehandedly. 

Together, the shared storylines provide information on how the participants nar-
rated their working life in academia and the various roles they expressed as part of the 
senior lecturer position, especially their role as a civil servant. However, one must bear 
in mind that the shared storylines describe the experiences of these specific women. 
Thus, the stories told in the interviews are clearly subjective and reflect not only the 
participants’ views on working as senior lecturers, but also the active positioning of the 
presenter through the story (cf. Peterson & Langellier 2006). From this, more and/or 
other storylines would be found if interviewing more and/or other participants. 

I don’t think of myself as a civil servant

The first storyline illuminates the uncertainties of the interviewees in defining the senior 
lecturer position and unveils how the position was narrated in terms of the various roles 
embedded within it. When asked about being a senior lecturer, the interviewees narrated 
the position in general terms, suggesting it was difficult for them to define the position. 
Instead, several roles emerged as embedded within the position. The most central ones 
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were being a lecturer and researcher. Their role as a lecturer was narrated as consisting 
of duties such as teaching in the classroom and/or online, answering e-mails from stu-
dents, meeting with students and colleagues and supervising theses at the PhD candidate, 
master’s and/or candidate’s level. However, the descriptions that emerged from the inter-
viewees’ stories of this role also included different kinds of tasks, such as handling ‘diffi-
cult students’ (Anna) and trying to reorganize the structure of specific courses. Their role 
as a researcher was narrated as opposite the role as a lecturer. This role was expressed 
as the preferred one and associated with high status. However, the participants found 
it difficult to prioritize time for research, even when such time was designated in the 
position’s duties. An administrative role also emerged in the material. Some of the men-
tioned administrative tasks were part of their role as a lecturer (e.g., reporting ratings), 
but most were not specifically narrated as related to education or research. Examples 
included planning vacations, handling travel bills and being responsible for a research 
group (as mentioned by one of the interviewees). 

Notably, when sorting out the complexity of the senior lecturer position, the analy-
sis showed that none of the interviewees spontaneously narrated public administration 
or their role as a civil servant. In fact, when the interviewees were asked about public 
administration issues, such as universities being financed by taxes, general perspectives 
emerged, as in the following example:

You get a little tricked by the university environment; we don’t talk much about whether we 
are financed by public funds—you do that [being financed by taxes] regardless of whether 
you teach or research. For the most part, it’s also tax money; it’s not ‘our’ money—it’s the 
public’s money. We have received our education from the public; we are financed by the 
public; we make our careers on our tax money. We do not talk about it, not even in rela-
tion to publishing research behind pay walls and not in relation to the responsibility we 
have to spend this money. (Karin)

Thus, universities as public institutions were highlighted, but the specific senior lecturer 
position was not directly narrated in relation to the characteristics of governmental 
employment. 

To understand how these female senior lecturers narrated their complex position, 
the interviewees were asked specific questions about how they expressed their role as 
part of public administration. However, none of the interviewees spontaneously nar-
rated public administration or their role as a civil servant as part of their senior lecturer 
position:

It does not feel like working as an authority. Or how it is to be a state employee in any way. 
Obviously, it is problematic. An autonomous university, to think freely, and all that. You 
are an authority, but you do not implement government policy. While other authorities 
have it as [their] mission, this is in more of an independent manner. (Eva)

Interestingly, the analysis clearly showed that the interviewees narrated their role as a 
civil servant as almost invisible to themselves. Or, as Eva put it when explicitly asked 
about her thoughts on being a civil servant: ‘I would never think of myself as a civil 
servant!’ 
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You have to keep a certain level

The second shared storyline displays how various duties were narrated as associated 
with their role as a civil servant by the interviewees. Specifically, the role as civil servant 
seemed to be narrated in terms of responsibilities regarding relationships to the students 
and the public. Also, the public, especially as taxpayers, was central to how the inter-
viewees narrated the senior lecturer position: 

I have a responsibility towards taxpayers who pay my salary. [I] try to be fair, open. In fact, 
it’s [work], not something I do for my own sake. There is someone else who stands for the 
bullets [money] and is entitled to get rid of it. This relates to teaching as well as research. 
Almost more so [to] research. (Anna)

Therefore, the interviewees understood the senior lecturer position in relation to public 
financing and societal values and responsibilities. According to Karin, public good ‘is 
about having a position where you are involved in maintaining important values in 
society and [you need] to be aware that you are paid by public funds’.

Questions specifically related to public administration issues triggered further 
meaning-making of this aspect of the interviewees’ work. Pointing out the civil servant 
role embedded in the senior lecturer position activated stories on responsibilities. As a 
result, the interviewees’ indicated that the role as a civil servant meant being responsible, 
and those responsibilities were linked to specific aspects of their work and addressed to 
specific recipients: 

[I focus on] trying to remember the overall principles [and] what my role really is. That it 
is really a very good job, an important job. In particular, I try to maintain it in relation to 
students. When I can feel my irritability increase and I lose my empathy, I try to remember] 
that I am here for their sake and not the other way around. (Karin)

The narrations of the role as a civil servant illuminated the interviewees’ positioning in 
academia, showing the importance of the position the interviewees had taken and who 
they were in relation to. That is, in the material, the relationship between the senior 
lecturer and the student emerged as most central in the discussion about their role as a 
civil servant, as can be seen in the quotation below: 

Everything I say and do to them [my students] has the potential to affect their performance 
when they are examined, which is really scary. It is a great responsibility. That’s part of 
it. Now I grade exams. And it is not I who held the course, and it is not I who designed 
the exam. I [am] only [the] examine[r]. Therefore, it may become even more clear that it 
[work/grading] is an exercise of authority. (Karin)

Hence, what appears most relevant in the material are the interviewees’ responsibilities 
regarding students and education, as seen in the following statements from Anna, Eva 
and Maria on the importance of good education: 

We are going to give good education, this is the basic thing we must do, and we should 
also be required to maintain a certain level of education, and I feel that I do not really 
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get the support to do it. I think it’s most important in relation to education, it’s a really 
important job. (Anna)

I think that the most important thing is the exercise of authority in contact with the 
 students …, in education. It is an important assignment when I meet students. On the one 
hand, it must be [a] legal requirement. On the other [hand], it is my mission that the students 
meet the requirements. (Eva)

As an examiner, I often do [reflect on the role as a civil servant]. When you sit with 
120 students, and everyone has not performed very well. It is important to remember that 
it is the exercise of authority; they must meet the requirements in order to be approved. 
To be able to meet high demands and not to slip into it. To be consistent with the require-
ments. We agree like that, I feel that. (Maria)

It’s a solitary duty

The last storyline expresses how the senior lecturer position is commonly narrated as a 
single-handed assignment or a solitary duty. In fact, the individual perspectives on the 
various work tasks and multiple roles embedded in the senior lecturer position (lec-
turer, researcher, administrator and civil servant) were notable. The interviewees did not 
talk about senior lecturers from a collective perspective or in terms of what the posi-
tion means in general. Instead, they expressed experiences from their own individual 
 situations. 

The interviewees’ reasoning about their role as a civil servant further illuminated 
their individual perspectives on the senior lecturer position. When discussing public 
administration issues, thoughts about being individually privileged seemed to be awak-
ened. For example, when Anna talked about responsibilities as a civil servant in relation 
to a collective (i.e., students), individual privileges were intertwined in the narration: ‘As 
I see it, it’s such an incredible advantage to get paid to have fun! Compared to people 
who get paid to do boring things. I have had such a trip!’

Similarly, the interviewees narrated the work tasks embedded in the various roles 
as researcher, teacher and/or civil servant not only from an individual perspective but 
also in relation to being lonesome and unaided. The interviewees’ narratives about work 
were built upon expectations of handling the complex position single-handedly, as Eva 
illustrated: ‘You are expected to force yourself. You can always do even better. You can 
always accomplish even more’.

In addition, Anna remembered that ‘a lot of such things’, that is, issues on pub-
lic administration, had come up during orientation day as a new PhD student about 
eight years previously. However, some duties associated with public administration 
were well known: ‘Yes, maybe, about grading. It should be done within a certain time’ 
(Eva). Despite that clarity, the interviewees perceived responsibilities in the role as a 
civil  servant as invisible within the organization. From the interviews, knowledge about 
individual duties in the role as a civil servant seemed to relate to individual interest 
and background. For example, Eva stated that she had read civil law: ‘So from that, 
I have basic understanding of administrative law and labor law’. One of the interviewees 
explicitly stated that further knowledge on public administration would be appreciated:
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I would love to get more information [on public administration]; it would be amazing! 
Knowing, getting it together, so you do not need—in relation to individual students, indi-
vidual cases. Getting a combined education would be great. (Maria)

Discussion

This study explored how women working at universities in Sweden narrate their posi-
tion as a senior lecturer, specifically their role as a civil servant, by analyzing how four 
interviewees narrated their work experiences. 

The three shared storylines that emerged in the analysis illuminated how the inter-
viewees described several roles embedded in the senior lecturer position. Furthermore, 
the storylines expressed somewhat contradictory perspectives regarding their role as a 
civil servant. On the one hand, this role was narrated as almost invisible; on the other 
hand, the interviewees expressed various responsibilities regarding quality in education 
and examinations, which can be understood in terms of public administration. How-
ever, similar to previous research, the role conflict between being a lecturer and being 
a researcher was highlighted within the material; at the same time, the senior lecturer 
position was described as including an administrative role (cf. Archer 2008; Becher & 
Trowler 2001; Blaxter et al. 1998; Cuthbert 1996; Watermeyer 2016). 

In relation to the storylines that emerged from these subjective narratives, the idea 
of universities as part of the public administration system is especially interesting since 
a picture emerged of a clearly individualistic culture in which public administration and 
the role of civil servant were almost invisible. According to Lipsky (2010), street-level 
bureaucrats are recognized by their everyday relationship to the public. In light of this, it 
is remarkable that none of the interviewees emphasized their role as a civil servant as an 
essential part of their work. Also, it is interesting that none of the interviewees recalled 
that they received any education to prepare them for their role as a state official with 
responsibilities related to overseeing and, for example, grading students. 

The present analysis illuminates subjective thoughts and experiences regarding the 
role of civil servant. Due to uncertainties regarding this role, it was narrated in relation 
to various relationships, while the storylines found in the narration expressed duties 
that lacked sufficient support. Pointing out the importance of ‘keep[ing] a certain level 
of education’ (Anna) and maintaining ‘authority in contact with the students’ (Eva) con-
firmed the position of senior lecturer as a street-level bureaucrat, as described by Lipsky 
(2010). However, the invisibility of the role of civil servant can be seen as something else, 
that is, a position in academia that is not typically described as a street-level bureau-
crat. Instead, the invisibility of the role relates to the growing literature regarding the 
structural changes in higher education, which points out that universities are more and 
more understood as businesses with consumers (i.e., students; Clarke & Knights 2015; 
Gill 2009; Nash 2019). Based on the literature on the ongoing process of transforma-
tion and the incorporation of management models into academia (Lynch & Ivancheva 
2015; Watermeyer 2016), the identified storylines may be understood in relation to an 
academic milieu in which duties must be managed by the individual herself. Therefore, 
consideration should be given to whether the common stories, here presented as story-
lines, of how to manage work on one’s own are a result of a broader ongoing process of 
individualization and the transformation of academia. 
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Despite the interrelation between experiences of the various roles embedded in the 
senior lecturer position and the marketization and individualization context characteriz-
ing academia, the storylines in this paper should be understood as gendered experiences 
(Angervall et al. 2018; Berger et al. 2015; Carvalho & Santiago 2010; Lipton 2017). It 
is reasonable that the experience of the role of civil servant is interwoven with gendered 
experiences of being a woman working as a senior lecturer (cf. Acker & Wagner 2017; 
Davies 2006; Harris et al. 2019; Morley 2011, 2016). As such, the storylines expressing 
the expectation of singlehandedly (It’s a solitary duty) providing high-quality educa-
tion (You have to keep a certain level) should be analyzed from a gender perspective. In 
fact, these results might be a reflection of the gendered structures of academia in which 
women are affected by higher demands of administrative tasks (Brooks & MacKinnon 
2001; Davies 2006; Leonard 2001; Mama 2003; Wilson et al. 2010) and are expected 
to focus on teaching and/or administration (Carvalho & Santiago 2010; Guarino & 
Borden 2017), where female senior lecturers manage everyday duties related to other 
people, sometimes defined as institutional housekeeping, to a higher extent than men 
(Bird et al. 2004; Guarino & Borden 2017). 

This narrative study of a few women working as senior lecturers in Sweden shows 
how the public-administration aspects of work were made almost invisible in the narra-
tions of working life. However, when explicitly focusing on these aspects, they were nar-
rated as important for the benefit of students and as activities performed singlehandedly. 
When discussing these results from a gender perspective, they became fuzzier. The story-
lines on keeping a certain level and the experiences of handling work tasks alone could 
apply to narrations of the female experience of working in academia, wherein unequal 
conditions between women and men are hidden by policies and procedures understood 
as gender-neutral (Mama 2003; Morley 2011), rather than relating to the public admin-
istration context. That is, the results can be related to previous research showing women 
taking a greater responsibility for relationships within academia ( Guarino & Borden 
2017) found to be intertwined with processes and structures that are gendered, creat-
ing unequal conditions between women and men (Brooks & MacKinnon 2001; Davies 
2006; Leonard 2001; Morley 2011; Wilson et al. 2010). Overall, the interconnections 
between various work tasks and the gendered structure of academia should be further 
investigated, along with how public administration is handled and related to sense-
making by women and men working as senior lecturers. 

The implications from this study should not be overemphasized. The analysis and 
discussion within this paper are based upon a small amount of data and should, there-
fore, be considered an initial effort to highlight how women working as senior lecturers 
experience their role as a civil servant. The narrative approach was chosen due to the 
insights possible to reach by analyzing stories of interviewees, and, by that, capturing the 
subjectivity within the creation and positioning of narratives (cf. Peterson & Langellier 
2006). Although narrative analysis makes it possible to delve deeply into less extensive 
material, the foundational material for analyses in the present study was narrow, limit-
ing its external validity (generalizability) because the narrated stories are exclusive to 
the interviewees. Furthermore, to conduct the narrative analysis, subjective storytell-
ing was employed even though other data collection and analysis methods could have 
been used. For example, it would have been interesting to investigate sense-making and 
social constructs related to public administration and the role of civil servant through 
a focus group study, and this approach could be used in future studies. Choosing focus 
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group interviews would strengthen the possibility of comparing various perspectives 
(Morgan 1996). Analysis based on material collected by focus group interviews could 
give information not only about the subjective story of each participant but on the social 
construction of norms (Mechlenborg Kristiansen & Grønkjær 2018), in this case, of 
working as a senior lecturer. Also, ethnographical methods based on observations could 
be an alternative when it comes to revealing everyday work life as a senior lecturer, 
previously shown by Pereira (2017), who explore gendered processes of academic valu-
ation, drawing on data collected within academic work.

Conclusion

Although a large number of Swedish state employees work in universities, senior lecturer 
roles are seldom studied in terms of their role in public administration. To help fill this 
gap, this paper presented information on how the embedded roles of the senior lecturer 
position are narrated, especially the role of civil servant. Specifically, this study revealed 
how the senior lecturer position was narrated by four interviewees in terms of duties 
to the public and students, albeit without effective social support and a lack of knowl-
edge on the individual’s role within public administration. Insights were also offered for 
how these narratives could be understood as expressions of the gendered experiences of 
woman working as senior lecturers in Sweden.

Using a performative narrative approach, the study examined how the senior lec-
turer position is narrated from an individualistic perspective and how the role of civil 
servant was made almost invisible by the interviewees. Furthermore, there seemed to be 
a contradiction between the complexity of the senior lecturer position and the common 
ideas of street-level bureaucracy, which may relate to the process of transformation 
within academia. Since models of management are being incorporated into academia 
as part of this transformation, there is a need for further studies on the working life of 
senior lecturers within Nordic countries from a public administration perspective. 

Finally, despite the non-generalizability the findings of this small study based on the 
subjective experiences of a few female senior lecturers, the present study illuminates the 
importance of placing further emphasis on public administration in academia, especially 
regarding senior lecturers’ role as civil servants and the interconnections between gender 
structures and how various work tasks are handled, as well as related sense-making efforts.
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