
In the bustling centre of Athens, I meet Irini 
Thanou, 32, who has been studying for 
a PhD in biology for four years. She is the 
chair of Greece’s first national trade union 
of workers in research and higher educa-
tion, which was founded on 15 May 2021. 
‘What we’re asking for is for all workers in 
research to be salaried staff – with a col-
lective bargaining agreement that covers 
all areas and levels of seniority for all posts 
(from doctoral students to technicians). 
Our ultimate ambition is to achieve the 
‘holy trinity’: salaries, [set] working hours 
and social security contributions. None of 
them are in place today,’ she summarises in 
a determined tone.

There is no stable funding system for 
research. More often than not, workers in 
this field and in higher education generally 
have short and precarious contracts, some-
times under a freelancer status, sometimes 
through a research grant that does not pro-
vide access to social rights (in relation to 
retirement or sickness). This is compound-
ed by the fluid boundaries between private 
and professional life: their bosses have no 
compunction in increasing their demands, 
resulting in working days spilling over into 
evenings and weekends.

The poor working conditions and their 
serious consequences are apparent in all 
the testimonies we received. Speaking well 
away from their workplaces, close to their 
homes or in cafes, these women and men 
confided their stories to HesaMag, often 
under the cloak of anonymity.

Insecurities around 
pay and social protection

Since the economic crisis of 2008, suc-
cessive cuts have been made to the Greek 
higher education budget. According to a 
2016 report by an independent Greek agen-
cy (HQA), the public expenditure allocated 
to universities fell by 65% between 2008 
and 2016. Although that trend has been 
reversed since 2018, Greece is still one of 
the European countries with the smallest 
higher education budgets. Often, the most 
difficult thing for researchers to achieve is 
steady funding. In the absence of earnings 
security, some of them are forced to take 
on several jobs in order just to live, some-
times to the point of exhaustion. Irini says, 
‘At first, I wasn’t certain of getting fund-
ing for my thesis, so I started a second job 

part-time. With no way of seeing what was 
likely to happen, the idea of giving up my 
part-time work caused me huge anxiety. 
I wondered what I’d be left with if the re-
search didn’t work out. I was working 12- to 
13-hour days, plus weekends, until the psy-
chologist told me I was burnt out.’

In Irini’s view, the pandemic complicat-
ed the situation for grant-funded doctoral 
students. Maria* (36, a doctoral student in 
human sciences for six years) won a pub-
lic grant, but, when it was stopped during 
the Covid-19 crisis, her hopes of finishing 
her thesis went up in smoke. Life stopped, 
the libraries were closed. After several at-
tempts, Maria and other doctoral students 
were finally able to secure extensions to 
their thesis completion deadlines. Other-
wise they would have had to pay back all of 
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their grant money. This particular sword 
of Damocles is no longer hanging over her, 
but, since the first lockdown, Maria has had 
no means of funding her living costs. She 
says, ‘I work all day long and sometimes 
have no money to go and have a beer with 
my friends. I don’t have internet access or 
a car, I owe 500 euros on my water bill, an-
other 500 euros on the electric, and I owe 
money to my psychologist, without whose 
help I wouldn’t have been able to continue 
my thesis. Sometimes I go to my Mum’s to 
eat. My boiler is broken, and as I have no 
money for repairs, I go to friends’ houses to 
shower. I don’t think I have anything like a 
decent life.’

To make up for the staff cuts made as a 
result of austerity policies, Greek universities 
have been resorting to short-term contrac-
tors since 2015. Giannis* (32, an IT doctor-
al student) is one of them. He has no grant 
and is paid as a freelancer, often for his in-
volvement in European research projects. 
He recalls, ‘For some unknown reason, the 

authorities decided one of the projects was 
no longer European. This meant that over-
night I had to pay VAT as a freelancer. At that 
point, I asked myself if my job had any point. 
The reality is that, when you embark on a 
project, you never know how much or when 
you’ll actually be paid. The problem is that 
you don’t have an employer who can explain 
what will happen. When you hit a problem, 
you get told that it’s up to you to consult your 
accountant. So I hired an accountant. If for 
no other reason than to escape from all the 
administrative hassle, I will not be doing any 
postdoc work in Greece.’ Lina* (28, a doctor-
al student in human sciences for two years) 
has not yet secured a grant. She has chosen to 
work in a research centre while taking on one 
teaching role in a public university and an-
other in a private university. ‘When you have 
to take on three jobs as I have, you obviously 
don’t have any time left over to work on your 
thesis,’ she says. Another important point is 
that the contracts she has either offer a sal-
ary but are short-term, or are for her to be a 
freelancer. ‘As my social security cover stops 
when the contracts end, it’s causing me a lot 
of stress and worry. If something happens to 
me between two academic years, i.e. between 
July and October, I won’t be covered.’

Grants are often presented as attractive 
methods of remuneration because they are 
non-taxable. But this comes at the price 
of social security contributions. Manolis* 
(44, a postdoc researcher and lecturer in 
anthropology) has bitter experience of 
this: ‘The years are slipping by, and it’s as 
if I’ve never worked! I’ve chosen to keep my 
independent status active, and to pay my 
social security contributions myself in the 
hope that I can have a pension later. The 
law says that the university can recruit you 
either as a freelancer or as a salaried staff 
member for a set period. Usually the lec-
turer can choose. In reality, they usually 
suggest the more precarious status, and 
you either say yes or they move onto the 
next applicant.’

Working for the love of it

Often the women and men who choose 
to commit to research do it for love. They 
are often unfamiliar with their rights, and 
employers take advantage of their commit-
ment to pile on extra work and extend their 
hours, spilling over into the researchers’ 
personal lives.

*  Names have been 
changed. 
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Eleni* (28, a doctoral student in human 
sciences, freelancer in a research centre 
and university lecturer) says, ‘When it was 
suggested I go door-to-door for a research 
project to identify women who are victims 
of domestic violence, I made my apprehen-
sion known. No one was there to ensure our 
safety, or to establish that the violent part-
ner wasn’t there. The plan scared me hugely. 
They told me it was a great opportunity and 
that, in order to become a researcher, you 
have to agree to all kinds of experiences. This 
just shows how research is regarded more 
as a hobby than a professional activity. As 
everyone thinks we are passionate, our su-
periors have no qualms saying: “How come 
you don’t have a bit of time available this 

weekend?” And so I work a huge amount. I 
have to be available at any time, even if it’s 
the weekend, a bank holiday or the evening. 
I’m hardly ever available to see my friends 
and they also have to be free at the same 
time, otherwise I don’t see them.’

Ever since the right-wing government 
came to power in 2019, important reforms 
in higher education have been underway 
to open the universities up internationally 
and to public-private partnerships. Moreo-
ver, research has been removed from the re-
mit of the Ministry of Education and placed 
with the Ministry of Development and In-
vestment, highlighting the growing links 
between research and the race for patents 
and commercialisation. The commitment 
of researchers therefore becomes a cog in 
the greater machine of competition and 
minimisation of costs.

IT researcher Giannis* has paid the 
price: ‘For five months, I worked 12-hour 
days. In the week, at weekends and on bank 
holidays. That was during the second lock-
down: I would get up, work, on and on. At 
the end of the day, I sometimes used whisky 

to clear my head, and I’m not the sort who 
usually drinks. It was a way of getting to 
sleep so that I could get back to work the 
following morning. My supervisor was al-
ways pushing the limit. I’m not criticising 
him, it’s the whole system itself that’s the 
problem. He was keen to secure the funding 
because his career depends on the money 
he brings into the university. But the project 
was poorly designed from the start. There 
were too many aims and too little money. 
The work I did should have been done by 
two or three people. I finally halted the pro-
ject to stop myself going mad.’

Professional commitment to the point 
of making oneself ill is something Athina 
Keramidioti knows all about (31, doctor-
al student in biology for five years). ‘I was 
living alone, isolated, in housing I didn’t 
like, and couldn’t afford to go away for a 
holiday or a long weekend. So I began to go 
round in circles, to fall back on work. Even 
when I was in hospital for some pre-op-
erative tests, I went into work when I was 
supposed to stay in under observation. I 
just couldn’t bring myself to miss a single 
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day of work. My parents stepped in, and I 
went to see a psychiatrist who diagnosed 
me with work-related obsessive compulsive 
disorder. He helped me enormously, as did 
the medication. Since then, I’ve stopped 
working at weekends, and my relationship 
with my supervisor has changed: I set some 
boundaries, and he accepted them.’

Loneliness in a system where 
nepotism rules

In the face of bullying and unfairness, sev-
eral statements stress the profound loneli-
ness of researchers who are victims of a sys-
tem where disputes are governed by the law 
of the jungle and cronyism. They describe 
a hierarchy that sometimes uses its power 
to harm, and decry the absence of an estab-
lished structure to settle differences and 
tackle their causes.

Like other students, Evengelitsa* (33, a 
doctoral student in sciences) chose to keep 
on a second professional activity in conjunc-
tion with her thesis in order to have some 
social security contributions and provide 
for her future. But her relationship with her 
supervisor rapidly deteriorated. ‘As I had 
an outside income, he lost the power he had 
over me. He gradually became insulting and 
elusive. He refused to read some of my pa-
pers – papers that were required for me to 
complete my thesis. Today, he’s doing all he 
can to prevent me from submitting it, claim-
ing that my work isn’t good enough. In view 
of the situation, I tried to alert the two other 
professors on the assessment panel. One of 
them sympathised, but when the panel held 
a video meeting, my supervisor prevented 
me from signing in. I’ve no idea what was 
said for around 15 minutes. When I was fi-
nally able to join the meeting, he insinuated 
that I wasn’t doing any work. The worst thing 

about it isn’t the fact that I have issues with a 
particular individual, but that I’m powerless 
against the system. Everyone knows what’s 
going on and no one dares stand up to him, 
just because he throws his weight around 
and I’m a lowly PhD student. Right now, in 
order to make any progress, I’m ready to 
commit “academic suicide” by officially re-
questing a change in the supervisor of my 
thesis, without having a name to put for-
ward. The only alternative would be to stop 
completely and repay my entire grant.’

After years lecturing and conducting re-
search, anthropology postdoc Manolis* also 
describes a Kafkaesque system where nep-
otism reigns and help is difficult to obtain. 
The precariousness that marked the begin-
ning of his career only became more and 
more embedded. ‘During my thesis, I was a 
postal worker and a barman. I was stressed 
out by the precariousness of my situation 
for around 10 years. Then I dedicated my-
self to academia and thought I’d found my 
place but I was trapped in a vicious circle, 
forever hoping for a permanent post. I told 
myself, “write an article, go to a seminar, get 
a grant, do some translations, agree to an-
other course a long way away…” It was nev-
er-ending. I felt like if I didn’t find a position 
it would be my fault. 

‘I have to be available 
at any time, even if it’s the 
weekend, a bank holiday 
or the evening.’
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‘It dawned on me that I was setting my-
self up for long-term insecurity while tai-
lor-made permanent posts were opening up 
for others. I realised that some academics 
found posts for their friends, for their own 
interests, or just to support them. I know 
professors who’ve secured permanent posts 
with a doctorate and just one published 
paper. I’ve written 15 articles, a book, two 
joint papers, I’ve done two postdocs, almost 
10 years of lecturing, and I still can’t get an-
ything. If I can’t get a job in my area of ex-
pertise, I’ll do something else, because I’ve 
realised that the system damages you.’

Regarded as permanent students

‘It’s generally accepted here that you do 
your doctorate for you, you’re not really a 
worker. Whereas, in reality, you’re writing a 
paper, conducting experiments, performing 
a productive activity,’ says Irini, chair of the 
new trade union.

It’s a bitter pill to swallow: the lack of so-
cial recognition only adds to the other diffi-
culties encountered, or rather it explains 
the precariousness and loneliness people 
experience. Human sciences doctoral stu-
dent Maria* states, for example, that she 
received no financial assistance during the 
lockdowns, despite the fact that her grant 
funding stopped. ‘The state and society do 
not give us a fair hearing. I’ve had no help 
in the past two years when I had no income, 
unlike people in other professions. I can’t 
even claim unemployment benefit.’

Other people’s opinions carry weight 
too. How can you find your place in society 
and retain your self-confidence when your 
work is not valued? For Athina Keramidio-
ti (31, a doctoral student in biology for five 
years), the problem is universal. ‘Some peo-
ple in my circle think I’m a burden on my 
family and that I contribute nothing specif-
ic to society because the research I do isn’t 
applied research. What I do is fundamental 
research to expand the knowledge base.’

Many researchers face an uncertain 
future: should they try to continue in re-
search, work for a foreign company, find a 
stable job in public administration – or just 
go and sell ice cream? Despite everything, 
there is one common thread: ‘The Greek 
university system does not help you build 
a life for yourself,’ says Athina, with some 
advice for prospective researchers: ‘Think 
hard before you take it up.’

In view of these systemic shortcomings, 
the new trade union intends to press for 
rights and restore hope. Chair Irini Tha-
nou is confident: ‘Trade unions in other 
countries, the United States for example, 
are growing a lot at the moment.’ The trade 
union’s strategy is to make public all the 
shortcomings (payment delays, the lack of 
maternity leave for freelancers, bullying, 
etc.) and to gain media coverage to show 
researchers that they are not alone. And to 
carry on doing so until they are successful 
in setting precedents. ●
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