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Abstract This article deals with individuals of immigrant background in Swedish higher
education—i.e., those who have a PhD and work in Swedish universities. The aim of the study
is to examine whether and how factors other than academic qualifications—such as gender and
migrant background—may affect the individual’s ability to find employment and pursue a
successful career in a Swedish institution of higher education. The data used in the first section
are Swedish registry data (LISA database and population), administered by Statistics Sweden.
The second part of the paper is based on semi-structured interviews with 19 academics of
migrant background. The results show that, given the same work experience and compared to
the reference group (born in Sweden with at least one Swedish-born parent), individuals born
in Eastern Europe, Asia, Africa, and South America are, firstly, more likely to be unemployed
and, secondly, if they are employed, to have a lower income (lower position). The ways in
which such gaps arises are also examined.
Keywords Swedish higher education . Immigrant background . Recruitment . Advancement .
Equal opportunities

Introduction
In line with earlier research, Becher and Trowler (2001: 153) write, “As with gender, the
structural inequalities associated with race and ethnicity in the wider society can be also
discerned in the academy.” Their argument is that the academic elite tends to be dominated by
“white males.” Numerus American and British studies in the field of Higher Education (HE)
have demonstrated that non-white academic staff often have short-term contracts and part-time
work and are employed in small universities with lower status. Because of these
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circumstances, they tend to have lower positions and wages than “white” academics (see, for
example, Fenton et al. 2000; Carter 2003; Tuitt et al. 2007; Turner et al. 2008; Sang et al. 2013;
Alexander and Arday 2015). What is being demonstrated in these studies is how “people of
color” are excluded from networks of academics who write research applications and receive
research funding. They do not have the support of a powerful mentor and are referred to less
prestigious subjects for teaching.
There are similarities between the labor market situation of young people of native
background and that of individuals of migrant background since both groups are “newcomers
in the field”. The similarity is more apparent when individuals try to enter the labor market to
get their first job. Many young people of native background may not have the sufficient and
adequate contacts from whom to obtain information and support when applying for a position.
However, when young people of native background and individuals of migrant background
finally are recruited, their career paths do not follow the same pattern. One reason is the wellknown preference for similarity in social relations or the “homophily principle,” which means
that interactions usually occur between actors with similar resources and lifestyles (Lin and
Erickson 2008, Behtoui and Neergaard 2010). In addition to social class (as a determinant of
the quality of resources in one’s network), Lin and Erickson (2008) point to gender and race/
ethnicity as also being decisive features. So as long as the stratification system is gendered and
racialized, social networks—formed largely on the homophily principle—will continue to be
gendered and racialized as well.
As Mählck (2013: 66) argues, despite extensive data collection and research on unemployment, dependence on social welfare, crime, poverty, and violence among immigrants and their
descendants, “there is an almost complete discursive silence” with regard to the “stranger” in
the Swedish academy. One reason could be that not much time has passed since non-white
academics started entering into Swedish universities.
This paper is about immigrants in Swedish HE, which provides an interesting case for a
number of reasons. As Pinheiro et al. (2014: 234) underline, the Swedish HE system “ha[s]
traditionally been characterized by the presence of a rather powerful nation-state, and a strong
emphasis on access (equality of opportunity) and regional policy considerations.” With its
close connections to a long tradition of social democratic structures and cultural norms and
values, “aspects such as horizontal differentiation, inter- and intra-institutional collaboration
and equalitarian dimensions have traditionally played a stronger role when compared to
vertical forms of differentiation, meritocratic behaviour and competition within and across
academic groups and institutions.” Moreover, as a small European country, Sweden’s economy
is highly dependent on its intensive interaction with the international marketplace all the while
coming up against more and more competitors on all sides. The resources that traditionally
have been important sources of Swedish comparative advantage are those of human, physical,
and knowledge capital (Learner and Lundborg 1997). Hence, attracting the best international
PhD students and researchers has been considered as a vital ingredient for the long-term
economic development of the country.
The Swedish HE system includes 16 public universities and 20 public university colleges,
in addition to a handful of independent institutions (all relatively small). Irrespective of their
size, specialization etc., all HE institutions adhere to the same law (the 1994 Higher Education
Act and Higher Education Ordinance).
Using quantitative descriptive methods and qualitative interview material, this paper
examines whether and how factors other than academic qualifications (such as gender and
ethnicity) may be of importance for “others” when they attempt to make a career within
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Swedish academia. We have applied a mixed-method approach (see Creswell 2013). Combining qualitative and quantitative data has allowed us to expand the breadth of the study and
offer a more complete account of the “how” factors that may have importance in the shaping of
an academic career.
The first section of this paper is based on the analysis of register data from Statistics
Sweden’s LISA database 2012. Only individuals who had a PhD (from Sweden or abroad) and
that had a Swedish university or university college as their latest employer are included in our
analysis—a total of 15,953 persons (for detailed information about these data see also Behtoui
2017). These individuals hold different positions. Some of them have scientific positions (as
post-docs, researchers, lecturers, associate professors), and others have bureaucratic-academic
positions (as departmental heads or deans of faculty) in their universities.
The material for the second part of the article consists of semi-structured qualitative
interviews with 19 academics of migrant background. The academics had their background
from the same Asian country, with just one individual from another Asian country.1 Most of
the informants came to Sweden during the 1980s, with the exception of four individuals who
arrived as exchange students in the 1970s. A majority of the interviewed were from highly
educated middle-class backgrounds in their country of origin and had thus not experienced
social (upward) mobility in the traditional sense of the term. The age of the informants ranged
from 48 to 62, with the majority in their mid- to late 50s. They represent the humanities, the
social sciences, medicine, technology, and informatics. At the time of their interview, all except
three individuals were in fixed employment as either full or associate professors at a Swedish
university or university college. These include major universities such as Stockholm and
Uppsala as well as less prestigious university colleges. The interviews took place at the
respondent’s workplace, were digitally recorded and transcribed, and the topics covered were
their backgrounds, migration narratives, and the pathway to—and experiences of—working in
HE in Sweden. For this article, we thematized and analyzed the material by looking particularly at educational pathways, networks, and mentorship, as well as the respondents’ personal
experiences of processes of inclusion and exclusion.

The migrant background in Swedish academia: an overview
Our quantitative sample is made up of around 59% men and 41% women, of whom about
80.5% were of Swedish background (born in Sweden, with one or two Swedish-born parent—
our reference group). As the share of the total population of Sweden of individuals from this
latter category in 2012 was 75%, we can see that their rate among academics was 5.5% higher
than their share of the total population. If we separate our data into countries (see Table 1),
individuals from China, followed by Germany and Iran, had the highest number of academics
in Sweden after our reference group. Academics born in Eastern European countries (3.6%)
and Western Europe and North America (3.5%) make up the largest share of non-natives in
Swedish universities. Among those who were born in Sweden of two foreign-born parents (the
immigrant “second generation”), there were more children of Nordic and Eastern European
(North_2 and East_2) background than from other world regions.
The share of academics born in Africa, Asia, and South America is proportionally higher
within small university colleges. The number of PhDs who were employed at the time of our
1

The names of these countries are anonymized in order to protect the integrity of the informants.

12,572
359
547
214
555
276
155
141
191
224
180
44
102
56

80.5
2.3
3.5
1.4
3.6
1.8
1.0
.9
1.2
1.4
1.2
.3
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.4

%

49
51
48
45
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48
48
47
45
49
50
46
52
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.59
.47
.61
.53
.49
.68
.57
.82
.67
.63
.53
.68
.61
.73

Men
%

Note: *Average salary for those who have a job, 1000 SEK

Sweden
Nordic countries
W. Europe/N. America
Germany
Eastern Europe
Asia
South America
Africa
Iran
China
North_2
West_2
East_2
German_2

N

Table 1 Descriptive statistics by region of origin, N = 15,616

12
12
11
9
10
8
10
9
8
10
11
14
12
14

Years since
PhD

96
89
77
70
81
68
79
70
77
73
94
98
96
95

Lived in
Sweden
10+ years
1.00
.54
.48
.38
.72
.63
.77
.65
.83
.53
.92
.89
.96
.95

Citizen
%

.94
.87
.82
.84
.84
.85
.86
.84
.92
.92
.92
.93
.96
.93

PhD in Sweden
%

.36
.36
.34
.36
.37
.42
.45
.55
.43
.38
.35
.36
.38
.36

Small
university
%
.97
.97
.95
.94
.93
.89
.88
.84
.88
.84
.97
.95
.91
.95

Employed%

365
12
25
12
30
19
23
23
23
35
6
2
9
3

PhD but
no job

559
548
509
457
468
418
464
433
466
444
525
545
586
613

Income*
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Table 2 Determinants of employment (odds of having a job), [Exp (B) − 1], N = 15,616

Age
Years after PhD
Gender (male)
Immig.background (Sweden ref.)
Nordic countries
Western Europe/North America
Germany
Eastern Europe
Asia
Iran
China
South America
Africa
North 2
West 2
East 2
Germany 2
PhD_SW
Citizen
More than 10 years in Sweden
-2LL
R2

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

.05**
.005
−.005

.05**
−.002
.07

.05**
.001
.09

−0.21
−.38*
−.36**
−.58**
−.70**
−.77**
−.82**
−.79**
−.85**
−.15
−.44
−.67**
−.58

−.11
−.31
−.27
−.54**
−.67**
−.75**
−.80**
−.76**
−.83**
−.12
−.44
−.68**
−.57
.84**
.08
.14
4663
.09

4870
.04

4690
.08

** denotes significance at 1%, * at 5% and %

study is greatest among individuals from the majority population (97%) and lowest among
those born in Africa or China (84%). The average income for those who are working is higher
for those born in Sweden with at least one Swedish-born parent (our reference group),
compared to those born in Africa, Asia, or Latin America.
To distinguish those who, at the time of our study, responded “Have a job,” we have used
the “Yrkesställning” variable from the LISA database. This information is sent by employers to
the tax authorities in November each year. It is, perhaps, worth mentioning that, if some of the
individuals in our study had been unemployed at the time of interview, then the university had
been their last workplace (before becoming unemployed). In the sample, there were 933
people who had no employment, although it is probable that some of them have left Sweden.
Therefore, only those who had a disposable income of over 100 thousand SEK (10,000 Euro)
were selected for our analysis regarding employment. On the basis of this information, a
dummy variable was created that gets the value of 1 if the individual has employment (15,020
people) and of zero if this is not the case (337 persons).
In order to examine the factors which affect the probability of finding employment after
completing a PhD, we used a logistical regression with “Have a job” = 1 as our outcome
variable. The result in model 1 of Table 2 shows that, as age increases, so does the probability
of being employed. Other variables in model 1 (gender and number of years after completion
of a PhD) had no significant effect in that regard. In model 2, we have added variables
indicating migrant background (with Swedish-born individuals with at least one Swedish-born
parent as the reference group). Compared to this latter, academics born outside Sweden and the
children of Eastern European immigrants had less probability of being employed at the time of
our study. The situation was the worst for individuals from Africa, Asia, and Latin America
who, compared to the reference group, had 70–85% lower odds of being employed. In model
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Table 3 Determinants of academics’ salary, (LN early work income), OLS regression, unstandardized (and
standardized) coefficients, N = 15,020
Model 1
B
Age
Years after PhD
Gender (male)

.01 **
.03 **
.07 **

beta B
.12
.19
.03

.01
.02
.08
−.065
−.17
−.123
−.28
−.33
−.24
−.27
−.27
−.38
−.090
−.181
−.019
.162

Nordic countries
Western Europe/North America
Germany
Eastern Europe
Asia
Iran
China
South America
Africa
North_2
West_2
East_2
Germany_2
PhD in Sweden
Citizen
More than 10 years in Sweden
Pedagogy
Arts subjects
Social sciences
Data sciences
Technology/industry
Agriculture
Other
Small universities
R2 Adj.

Model 2

.087

Model 3
beta

**
**
**

**
**
**
**
**
**
**

.093

.116
.183
.035
−010
−.07
−.013
−.047
−.039
−.023
−.028
−.024
−.031
−.009
−.009
−.001
.009

B

Model 4
beta

B

beta

.01 ** .105 .01 ** .085
.02 ** .185 .024 ** .204
.08 ** .038 .094 ** .042
Immigrant background (Sweden ref.)
.010
.001 .025
.003
−.073
−.012 −.065
−.011
−.012
−.001 .027
.003
−.22 ** −.037 −.20 ** −.033
−.26 ** −.030 −.26 ** −.030
−.20 ** −.019 −.23 ** −.022
−.17 * −.018 −.21 ** −.022
−.22 ** −.019 −.21 * −.018
−.30 ** −.024 −.30 ** −.024
−.078
−.008 −.084
−.008
−.168
−.008 −.153
−.007
−.022
−.002 −.035
−.003
.174
.010 .165
.009
.04
.008 .016
.004
.16 ** .036 .152 ** .035
.13 ** .031 .138 ** .032
Discipline: Medicine = ref.
.047
.010
−.26 ** −.080
−.024
−.009
−.24 ** −.093
−.022
−.007
−.27 ** −.043
.019
.002
−.044 * −.019
.096
.107

** denotes significance at 1%, * at 5%

3, we have included three new variables, depending on whether individuals (i) gained their
PhD in Sweden, (ii) were Swedish citizens, and (iii) had lived in Sweden for more than
10 years. The results show that those who have a PhD from Sweden (compared with those who
completed their doctorate abroad) have 84% greater odds of having employment. The effects
of the two other variables (having lived longer than 10 years in Sweden and being a Swedish
citizen) are, however, not statistically significant. Through the inclusion of these three variables, the gap decreases between those with an immigrant background and the reference group.
In the next step, we studied the career positions of those who were employed. From a total
of 15,616 individuals, we selected only the 15,020 who had a job. In the dataset used for this
study, there is no information on whether individuals have a permanent or a temporary position
or whether they work full- or part-time. Furthermore, it gives no detailed information about
their formal status within the workplace hierarchy—for example, whether they have scientific
positions (as post-docs, researchers, lecturers, associate professors) or bureaucratic-academic
positions (as departmental heads or deans of faculty). We do, however, have information about
their salaries (based on tax records), which we are assuming to be a proper indicator for the
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place of each individual within the organizational hierarchy (whether these are higher scientific
or higher bureaucratic-academic positions). The income provides, in fact, more detailed
information about individuals’ positions in the workplace because, within the university sector,
the variation of positions are limited (for instance, post-docs, lecturer, associate professor, and
professor) and we know that promotions within the university ranking system take a range of
different forms that are not necessarily reflected in these few positions.
We have transformed individuals’ annual incomes into natural logarithm (LN) income in order
to obtain a direct interpretation in terms of elasticity (differences in percentages instead of in SEK).
In model 1 of Table 3, we see that the effect of “age” (indicating the total work experience)
and number of “years after doctoral graduation” (indicating the specific work experience
within the academic environment) are positive and significant, which means that, for each
year of age, the annual income rises by 1% and, with each additional year after graduation, by
3%. The significant and positive coefficient for the gender variable shows that to be male
(compared to female) is associated with a 7% higher income.
Model 2 includes migration-background variables. The results show that nearly all academics who are born abroad have a lower income (an indication of lower status within the
hierarchy) compared to our reference group.
The results in model 3 show that having Swedish citizenship and living in the country for
more than 10 years increase annual income (by 16 and 13%, respectively) but the effect of
having gained an academic qualification in Sweden (compared to abroad) is not statistically
significant. Controlling for the three variables in model 3 (as a proxy for access to greater
social capital) decreases the gap between academics from Eastern Europe, Asia, Africa, and
Latin America (by between 4 and 10%) compared to model 2. This means that access to
greater social capital has a positive impact on an individual’s position within Swedish
academia.
Finally, as the results in model 4 show, those who have a degree in the humanities, the
natural sciences, information technology, or agriculture had a lower income than those who
had a degree in medicine. We have also included in the model the variable “Work in small
universities,” which indicates that the annual income of academics employed there (their
likelihood of promotion) is around 4% lower than those working within large universities.
Even after including all these control variables, there are still considerable differences
between the annual incomes of academics born in Eastern Europe, Asia, Africa, and Latin
America on the one hand and the reference group on the other (between 20 and 30% less for
the former). There is no significant difference between the reference group’s income and that
of academics born in Sweden of parents born in other Nordic countries, Western Europe, and
North America. The career possibilities for academics in the first group (Eastern Europe, Asia,
Africa, and Latin America) are thus fewer than for all other categories, even after taking into
consideration the individual’s work experience, gender, social capital, discipline, and university in which they work.

The recruitment and promotion of “others”
Bourdieu (1996: 39) argues that an individual’s social background—such as class, gender, and
race/ethnicity—is of considerable consequence for the position attainable within academia:
“Social origins have their impact, although they are never taken as such to form a basis for
judgement” (Bourdieu 1996: 214). The results of our quantitative data analysis reveal that an
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individual’s background (e.g., gender and migration history) is significantly associated with his
or her position.2 So how do these processes look like in practice?
A female researcher in the humanities told us:
To enter a PhD program during the latter part of the 1990s and thereafter was an
incredibly hard struggle. You needed to know the system very well to manage the hard
competition, write a good Master’s thesis, an excellent research plan and a personal
letter… For a lot of immigrants who lacked this knowledge and these contacts it was
very hard.
As early as the 1980s and early 1990s, at a time when getting a scholarship was relatively
easier than today, some of our respondents were admitted as PhD students. However, as one
lecturer in the social sciences says, during that time, there were obvious A, B, and C groups
among the doctoral students:
The A group consisted of those few who had been admitted to the supervisor’s research
project and received a salary from the start. Then there was a group of doctoral students
who partly took out student loans and partly worked within the department for the first
two years. The worst-off were those, like myself, who worked outside [the university] to
support my family – I was a cleaner for the first two years. Of course, I took all my
courses and read but I didn’t have time to hang around and drink coffee and take part in
the coffee-room discussions.
These coffee-room discussions can be important as an informal forum for exchanging
information and for networking. A female professor in the humanities says about her period as
a doctoral student:
We foreign PhD students had our own little group, had fun with each other, worked
hard..., but we didn’t even have a room in the same house as the others…we felt like a
lump outside the faculty…and it felt – to be honest – better, since we didn’t talk Swedish
very well. We felt inferior all the time, because in humanistic departments, Swedish
language is the language of the seminars.
Previous research has shown that, besides the formal courses that PhD candidates follow,
there is also a hidden curriculum which, through socialization processes, educates them in the
norms, values, and principles of the academic world. As Acker (2001: 62) highlights, doctoral
students who enter graduate school learn two aspects of socialization. Firstly, the conventions
of the discipline—when the students “are being socialized or ‘disciplined’ into a research
culture.” They learn the habitus of a particular field in which they hope to become sociologists
or biologists. Secondly, they should learn the organizational culture of the department or
departmental practices, which are more or less similar to politics. This hidden curriculum is
embedded “within the deepest level of the iceberg” (2001: 62). Some students are successful in
getting to grips with this curriculum. They understand what is required to be a successful
graduate student and to plan their future career, while others constantly struggle. Such
2

Female academics (compared with their male colleagues), after control for merit-related variables, had a 9.4%
lower income (fewer possibilities for advancing within Swedish academia); see Table 3, model 4.
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discursive practices validate certain experiences and explain others as illegitimate. It is through
familiarity with this hidden curriculum that the doctoral student can be included in groups that
write research proposals and make careers within academia.
One female associate professor in the social sciences says the following about knowing the
codes of the academic environment:
I had these kinds of problem when starting my PhD studies (…) during a course on
quantitative methods I asked an influential professor in the department, who taught the
course: “Is the world really so logically constructed that we can understand it with the
help of numeral logics?”. The professor got extremely annoyed by what I said and from
then on, he discouraged me as much as he could. My lesson from this episode was to
respect codes of conduct very carefully.
Many respondents emphasized the importance of having an extensive social network both
within and outside the department, with other doctoral students as well as with senior
researchers. According to Bourdieu (1996: 3), relations such as these are decisive if a person
wishes to make a career within academia. The most important of all, Bourdieu writes, is to have
an influential supervisor or mentor and, through her or him, become a member of resourceful
networks which, in turn, open up opportunities to be involved in joint research applications and
to participate in qualifying teaching assignments. A researcher in the social sciences says the
following about the weight which is attached to the “choice” of a powerful supervisor:
I was lucky because my supervisor was a nice young left-wing person who encouraged
me the whole way, from my enrolment for a Bachelor’s and then a Master’s degree to
her encouraging me to apply for doctoral study. However, it was bad luck at the same
time because she was pretty marginal in the department and not part of the powerful
group who were all quantitative researchers. They did not like my supervisor and her
students (…) what we did was not real science, but “politics” or “literature” (…) and,
after I graduated, my supervisor went on sick leave because the environment made her
unwell.
Another female social scientist, who has still not been able to secure a permanent position
10 years after finishing her PhD, shares the same experience:
During my Master’s studies I got in touch with an associate professor who was left-wing
and who helped me a lot. I adjusted the topic of my Master’s dissertation to fit with his
research project and to be able to continue as a doctoral student.
Nevertheless, when her mentor’s career went downhill, it also became hard for her as a doctoral
student. A male professor in pedagogy talks about his ex-supervisor in the following way:
When I was a doctoral student, my supervisor was an overlooked associate professor.
However, luckily enough, before I graduated, he became professor at two universities
and was involved in building up a research centre. They wanted to recruit a number of
young researchers and the supervisor offered me – who had a thesis with the right profile
– a job at his new location.
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What these citations underline is the importance of a powerful supervisor not only for access to
academia but also for possibilities for a continuing career. For individuals with migrant
backgrounds who often lack extensive networks, such mentorship can play an even more
crucial role than for other young academics.

Difficulties and survival in academia
The new doctoral student is socialized into the environment of senior researchers within the
department through learning its norms and codes (see, for instance, Trower and Chait 2002).
However, both previous research and our interviews show that doctoral students of minority
background are at risk of being socially isolated and experiencing a cold environment,
prejudice, and sometimes hostility (Law et al. 2004). “One of my closest friends terminated
his doctoral studies and left with a licentiate degree because he couldn’t take the excluding
environment of the department,” says a social science researcher we interviewed, adding that
the isolation was unbearable for his friend.
Lee and Rice (2007: 381), reporting on the experiences of international graduate students
from the global South in US universities, write: “We consider a range of difficulties they
encounter which runs from perceptions of unfairness and inhospitability to cultural intolerance
and confrontation.” Other studies in this field describe a more subtle form of marginalization
rather than the direct discrimination of non-whites (Teranishi and Briscoe 2007). As reported
in these studies, “people of colour” have been excluded from networks of academics who write
research proposals, nor do they receive support from their supervisors after graduation. One
female researcher in medicine whom we interviewed said: “Powerful people in academia look
for someone who is similar to themselves, both in terms of interest and lots of other things, and
we don’t fulfil their requirements in many regards.”
In order to understand how recruitment processes within academia take place, Nielsen
(2016) uses the concept of “hidden recruitment.” Some positions within higher education are
appointed without any form of open competition (closed procedures). One end result can be
that those who have insufficient network ties in the established academic environment are
excluded. Sometimes, competition is avoided by framing a job profile so that very few (or
occasionally only the institution’s pre-selected) candidates can be considered appropriate for
the position to be filled. These kinds of tailored advertisement are used to avoid the potential
risk of having to recruit “outsiders.” Social similarities along dimensions such as race, gender,
and ethnicity in the academic world (as in other fields) structure a range of social network
relations that reproduce patterns of social inequality and disadvantage those who do not have
access to these networks (Schoug 2004). Even formal appointment procedures can become
biased through the selection of the “right” external experts. Finally, it is possible to correct the
process of recruitment with campus recruitment interviews to exclude “outsiders.” As one
female researcher told us:
There were two lectureships that had been announced. For one of them they appointed
an “insider” who had been ranked first. For the other position, I was ranked first by all
three external experts, who were big names in our discipline. However, the department
heads invited the three top candidates for a recruitment interview and to give a lecture. I
suspected the process wasn’t “clean”, but told myself not to be cynical. What happened
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was that they appointed another “inside” candidate, a Swede who had worked there
before, but who had been ranked as number three by all the experts. Most people around
me told me to keep a low profile and not protest because it doesn’t lead anywhere.
A researcher in medicine said: “For one professorship they ranked an immigrant number
one and then me. But they withdrew the position without any explanation.” Another researcher
in a medical discipline said more carefully:
I don’t want to generalize but, if I look around me and at myself, it is like someone sets a
stop in front of you when you reach a certain level, and you need to be grateful because
you’re an immigrant. You need to be grateful for your job, for what you have today.
To obtain prestigious assignments in academia, like that of editor of a scientific journal,
examiner of a doctoral thesis, supervisor for new doctoral students, lecturer on PhD courses,
and other commitments that prepare you for higher positions (those of associate professor and
professor), you need powerful and already established contacts who can recommend you: “But
often it isn’t us immigrants who are recommended,” one female researcher said.
That subtle mechanisms are at work which prevent the “stranger” (Simmel 1950) from
achieving senior academic positions does not mean that open forms of discrimination do not
occur. One story comes from a male associate professor. When he was a third-year doctoral
student, he applied for a scholarship that would give him the possibility of spending a term at a
university abroad. Another doctoral student of Swedish background who had recently been
employed was his competitor. “I was much more qualified than he was for the scholarship, but
he got it anyway and I, with great frustration, asked all the time ‘WHY?’”. When he wrote a letter
of protest to the head of department, he was told that he had forgotten to submit a necessary
document – “Which was bullshit, because I had”. He continues: “It is possible that individuals
with a Swedish background are surprised to hear these kinds of stories, but it is our reality.”
Our material also supports what has been found in the American context regarding the
forms of “subtle” discrimination mechanisms (Teranishi and Briscoe 2007). One of the
interviewed associate professors in the field of medicine suitably framed this as a “discrete
discrimination” that also takes place through formal processes such as recruitment and job
announcements. In the next section, we move from these processes of discrimination to briefly
touch upon the door-openers and possibilities that can be linked to a migrant background in
academia.

Specific subfields and other door-openers
As Bourdieu maintains (1996: 48–49), the university field is organized according to
diverse principles. There can we find the “dominant pole of the academic field” and
“the subordinate pole.” Who you are (gender, social origin, race, and ethnicity) may
affect your likelihood of promotion to different degrees in the various poles of the
academic system. Time and space are certainly crucial in defining these poles. As our
quantitative data (presented in Table 4) show, academics with roots in Eastern Europe,
Asia, and African countries are over-represented within medicine, technology, IT, and
the natural sciences and clearly underrepresented within pedagogy and the human and
social sciences.
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Table 4 Educational orientation by region of origin
Medicine Agriculture Other
Pedagogy Arts and
Social
Computer and Industry
and
humanities sciences natural
technology
sciences
Sweden
North
Western
Europe/North
America
Eastern
Europe
Asia
South America
Africa
Germany
North_2
West_2
East_2
Iran
China
Germany_2

5.4
5.2
2.1

12.6
19.3
16.1

21.2
23.2
19.6

22.6
20.7
24.3

14.4
8.0
17.7

20.0
19.3
14.2

3.1
2.8
2.6

0.7
1.4
3.5

1.2

13.5

13.7

34.7

18.5

14.7

1.5

2.2

1.0
4.1
5.1
1.3
6.6
2.3
3.8
1.4
1.2
5.4

7.3
12.9
5.7
17.2
13.8
20.5
9.6
4.2
0.4
8.9

15.9
18.8
17.7
13.4
26.0
13.6
18.3
18.1
4.7
26.8

27.1
24.7
24.1
31.9
20.4
25.0
23.1
17.6
22.6
23.2

22.6
11.8
24.1
17.7
15.5
11.4
15.4
27.8
38.5
12.5

21.0
20.0
16.5
12.5
17.1
27.3
28.8
28.7
30.0
16.1

3.5
4.1
6.3
4.3
0.0
0.0
1.0
1.9
1.2
5.4

1.6
3.5
0.6
1.7
0.6
0.0
0.0
0.5
1.6
1.8

Bold style demarks dominant group in each academic category

One reason for over-representation within medicine, technology, IT, and the natural sciences could be the favorable labor market conditions and high salaries for people with a
university degree within these disciplines.3 Technological fields like computer science and
engineering, together with medicine, are high-demand fields outside academia. With an
engineering degree, for example, one can earn a significantly higher salary on the regular
labor market than someone who stays in academe and goes on to study for a PhD (see the
wage statistics of the Swedish Confederation of Professional Associations or SACO). Furthermore, the probability of landing a permanent job with favorable promotion opportunities is
also higher. This means that there is a disparity between academia’s demand to recruit PhD
candidates in disciplines like IT and technology and the supply of native Swedes who are
willing to dedicate themselves to research in these fields. These factors open up possibilities
for the foreign-born to apply for PhD positions in these disciplines.
Several academics who, today, work within technology and medicine, described how they
found it “easy” to succeed in subjects such as physics and mathematics, subjects which,
according to many others, were seen as “tough.” One professor argued that his good knowledge of English compensated for his weak knowledge of the Swedish language as, within
technology and the natural sciences, Swedish language skills are less important than in other
subjects: “The advantage of these technical subjects is that you do not need to know as much
Swedish.” According to him, during the late 1980s and early 1990s, more than 30% of his
fellow students came from the same country as he himself did. Now, as a professor and coresponsible for the admittance of students and post-docs, he sees a similar situation—“It’s so
international that the language here is mainly English.”
3

The timing (business cycles), as mentioned, is critical to the possibilities of recruitment of graduates from
different academic disciplines on the labor market.
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These successful academics of migrant background have become door-openers for a
younger generation of researchers. One of our respondents told us that, when the most
recent post-doc position was advertised, 70–80% of the applicants came from the same
country as the professor’s own country of origin. When a national group is established,
they can use social networks to help others of similar origin to apply and make a career in
the same establishment.
As far as language acquisition in HE is concerned, as Kuteeva and Airey (2014: 534) write,
English has been widely used as a language of research and publication in Swedish universities
since the Second World War. However the use of English in Swedish universities in recent
years has risen to the extent that “warning voices have been raised about the marginalization of
Swedish as an academic language.” As an indication of this trend, they mention that around
95% of all dissertations in subjects such as medicine, industry and technology and computer
and natural sciences at Swedish universities are currently written in English. Hence, even if
knowledge of the Swedish language seems to be a minor problem in these subjects for
academics with an immigrant background, it is still important for those working in the field
of humanities and social sciences as a means of communication.

Positions on the periphery
That academics with a migrant background often work at small universities in lower-status
positions and salaries than “white” academics has already been documented in American and
British studies (see Fenton et al. 2000; Carter 2003; Tuitt et al. 2007; Turner et al. 2008; Sang
et al. 2013; Alexander and Arday 2015).
According to one informant (a researcher in the humanities), it is easier for migrant
academics to find a position in “newer” university colleges than in old and established ones…
…because, if you disregard status, the new seats of learning are more like an open field.
In the same way it is easier [the researcher argues] to enter newer subjects such as social
work than the older and more-established disciplines such as philosophy and law, where
you can find researchers with parents (and sometimes grandparents) who were also
academics.
Several of our informants have permanent positions at smaller universities outside the large
academic centers of Stockholm, Gothenburg, Lund, and Uppsala. A female medical scientist
reported how the position she applied for at a larger Swedish university was withdrawn the
three times when she was ranked in first place. Our interview material shows that several
academics of migrant origin express frustration at what they see as difficulties in their work at
the high-status educational and research establishments in Sweden. In most cases, the interviewees saw their permanent positions at smaller university colleges in regional areas as a
second-best choice. However, they emphasized that they actually feel happier in their present
workplaces, since they have more colleagues with similar backgrounds.
Apart from the positions on the periphery that our quantitative data and the interviews
highlight, several of our informants raised the issue of topics on the periphery or the ethnic
niches available for academics of migrant origin (Puwar 2004a). According to their statements,
there are many such members of faculty who are working in areas related to topics such as
migration, minorities, diversity, immigration, and integration who thus become “race or
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ethnicity specialists.” This is the case not only in the socio-humanistic disciplines or
pedagogy but also within medicine, where some of our informants are researching
immigrant health. Answering a question about the consequences that the choice of
these topics might have for a person’s position and career within academia, one
medical researcher said: “For the last 10 years I’ve focused on immigrant health.
I’ve applied and applied and never received any funding. Last year was the first time
I succeeded.” Besides the fluctuating possibilities for funding (based on the actuality
of the research topic), another issue was the internal status of the subject. A female
associate professor in the social sciences recounted the following:
A colleague once told me that if you go to sociological conferences, the seminars that
deal with welfare, stratification and class are the ones with the highest status, while those
on immigration and integration have the lowest. Then I thought, maybe that is why we
are pushed into these kinds of topics.

A marginal elite?
In this article, we have told the story of a group of academics who, up until now, have been
invisible in previous research on Swedish academia. Our descriptive data show that the
presence of academics of migrant background among the academic elite is far from negligible.
However, there are also important differences between the social sciences and the humanities
on the one hand, and the natural sciences and technology studies on the other, regarding the
number and positions of such migrant-origin academics.
The qualitative interview material offers a complementary and nuanced account of the
“how” mechanisms that are central in the processes of shaping the actual careers of some of
these migrant-origin academics. The material from these interviews points to the following
central insights

&
&

&

First, the importance of mentorship and the role of the powerful and resourceful supervisor.
For academics with migrant backgrounds who lack extensive social networks, such
mentorship has a crucial role compared to other newcomers in academia.
Second, there are huge differences in how an academic career is made possible, perceived,
and experienced depending on the academic sub-field. Technical subjects and the natural
sciences have more open doors for migrant-origin academics in Sweden. This international
environment makes academic survival easier in terms of, for instance, the use of the
English language in the workplace. Swedish language is still important for those working
in the field of humanities and the social sciences as a means of communication and
teaching.
Third, the acts of “subtle” marginalization (Teranishi and Briscoe 2007) take place in
different forms and across academic disciplines—through construction of the formal processes of job announcements, recruitment, and promotion which potentially favor “insiders,”
through including “white academics” in the powerful social networks, through the exclusion
of “strangers” and even direct discrimination against “outsiders” and, finally, through
pushing academics with a migrant background into the peripheries of the various academic
fields.
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As Henry and Tator (2009) state, the disparity of power between the different groups in the
university context is not a consequence of isolated cases of discrimination but mainly the result of an
invisible system that leads to certain people having more power. Puwar (2004b: 56) also emphasizes
that the dominant position of some groups is mainly due to their historical privileged place in HE,
their strong and resourceful networks, and their knowledge of the subtle rules of the game regarding
the work environment and social relations. “So people who don’t quite know how to play the game or
obtain the endorsement of significant peers” are not able to rise in the hierarchy (Puwar 2004b: 56).
In spite of their marginal positions, the very presence of individuals of migrant background
in academia and their increasing numbers in recent decades have an effect on the environment.
This presence may facilitate life for racialized university students and open doors for coming
generations of other migrant-origin and international academics in Sweden. Greater demand
for qualified international academics certainly makes this process easier and swifter.
Writing about France, Bourdieu (1996: xviii) argues that intellectual heroes like Althusser,
Barthes, Deleuze, Derrida, and Foucault all “held marginal positions in the university system”;
they were “deprived of the power and privileges” of becoming an “ordinary professor.” Their
marginal position may have led the holders to be inclined to be in a sort of “anti-institutional
mood” which encouraged them to uncover the social processes that maintain the established
order and marginalize them, to take sides and feel sympathy with other marginal groups, both
within academia and in society in general (1996: xviii).
The rich intellectual tradition of Simmel, Schutz, and Coser also highlights the creativity of
academics on the margins. As McLaughlin (2001: 271) states: “Strangers, marginal men and
marginalized women” have sometimes been able to bring new ideas into the academic world
that are less likely to be produced by individuals with powerful positions.
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