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13. What Have We Learned About the Well-Being
and Performance of Academics in
EU Border Region Countries?

Kldra Kovdcs & llona Dabney-Fekete

In the Introduction of this book, we examined in detail how global, interna-
tional, educational policy, and organizational changes—as well as emerging new
demands and expectations—have transformed the work and working conditions
of academics over recent decades. Global trends in higher education (such as
expansion and internationalization), along with national policy expectations
aimed at increasing the competitiveness of higher education institutions and the
competition for students, excellence, and resources, have made what was once a
predictable and stable academic career increasingly uncertain and fragmented.
This has resulted in significant diversification, stratification, and disparities among
academics, despite the fact that certain career milestones are considered standard-
ized across almost all of Europe (Kwiek & Antonowicz, 2015).

At the same time, we observe that there are significant differences among
academics at similar career stages, particularly between high- and low-
performing senior and junior academics, as well as across various academic disci-
plines. These differences are primarily shaped by institutional type, institutional
goals and expectations, and research productivity (Kwiek & Roszka, 2024).

The introduction of various performance evaluation systems has further
intensified competition—not only for resources but also for securing academic
positions, as the stagnation of available positions coincides with an increasing
number of aspiring academics. The “do-or-die” approach has not only heightened
competition but has also led to high levels of frustration, uncertainty, tension,
interpersonal conflicts, and distrust among academics and between academics
and institutional leadership (Westerheijden, 2007). These tensions manifest sig-
nificantly in differences in academic performance, attitudes toward work, and
perceptions of expectations and available resources. Academics who criticize the
introduction of performance evaluation systems and managerialism argue that
these developments erode academic freedom and autonomy, reducing academic
work to a mere commodity. However, those who have embraced and integrated
these changes into their professional identities view them as providing a trans-
parent career pathway within higher education institutions, based on clear,
quantifiable criteria (Kwiek & Antonowicz, 2015).
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Our interview-based research conducted in five countries (N=41) also revealed
this dual nature of performance evaluation: while it makes differences in indi-
vidual academic contributions and achievements more measurable, it also poses
a threat to academic autonomy and weakens interpersonal relationships among
colleagues. This, in turn, creates a highly competitive climate both within and
between smaller academic units and significantly shapes, or even alters, the cul-
ture of higher education institutions. Furthermore, the validity of performance
measurement is often called into question, as evaluation processes are not always
transparent and fail to account for certain non-measurable aspects of academic
work (Kovdcs et al., 2024; Pusztai et al., 2025).

Based on attitudes toward performance evaluation and institutional responses,
we identified four distinct types of institutional cultures:

Supportive institutional cultures—These define their strength through unity, and
their effectiveness is demonstrated through excellence in teaching, research,
and administration.

Cobhesive micro-communities—Academics within these communities share a com-
mon understanding of effectiveness and place equal importance on teaching,
research, and administrative tasks, but their focus remains within their own
micro-community rather than at the institutional level.

Lonely crowd institutional culture—Here, teaching plays a central role in defining
effectiveness, but academics in this culture often feel isolated and left to their
own devices.

Egocentric monumental institutional culture—Academics in this category prioritize
individual interests, place little emphasis on teaching, take on administrative
roles in exchange for remuneration, and prefer research activities (Pusztai
et al., 2025).

The international trends described above have fundamentally reshaped the
working conditions, opportunities, and status of academics across Europe,
creating specific intra- and interpersonal challenges that have a significant
impact on their well-being and performance. Our study sought to explore
these macro and organizational characteristics in relation to the well-being and
performance of academics in five CEE countries—Hungary, Slovakia, Romania,
Serbia, and Ukraine. This region has a unique context, shaped by a shared
post-socialist legacy and a delayed yet parallel adaptation of global higher
education trends, primarily influenced by developments in the U.S.A., East
Asia, and Western Europe. However, these changes have unfolded differently in
this region due to distinct cultural norms and practices (Mudrak et al., 2018),
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as well as the enduring influence of post-communist traditions (Goncharuk
& Cirella, 2022).

Despite this, research on the well-being and performance of academics in the
CEE region remains significantly underrepresented (Mudrak et al., 2018), and—
with the exception of Romania—these countries have largely been excluded from
previous international studies (CAP, EUROAC, APICS).

The above findings highlight that the characteristics of academic work have
been at the center of scholarly discourse for several years, yet CEE higher education
institutions have often been overlooked in such discussions. Our research aimed to
fill this gap by conducting an extensive investigation into the working conditions,
job-related stressors and resources, work-life conflicts, emotional well-being, research
productivity, teaching methods, and cultural engagement of academics (N=821) of
higher education institutions in Hungary, Romania, Slovakia, Serbia, and Ukraine.

In terms of well-being, beyond the traditional examination of positive and
negative emotions, our research incorporated specific factors influencing aca-
demic life, such as perceptions of workplace culture, assessments of academic
development opportunities, job-related stressors and resources, work-life conflicts,
and cultural involvement as a source of intellectual stimulation and recreation.
Additionally, we explored two key areas of professional fulfillment: international
mobility and research productivity.

In our summary study, we present the key empirical findings of our research
across three dimensions: by country, by job title, and by academic types. Based on
insights gathered from focus group interviews conducted prior to the quantitative
research, we asked respondents to what extent they considered certain tasks as part
of their job. Based on their answers, we identified four distinct academic types:

Teaching-focused academics (33.4%)—These academics value teaching-related activi-
ties, including course material development, experimentation with new teach-
ing methods, and academic research, in equal measure.

Academics with an administrative focus (19.7%)—For this group, teaching is less
important than for others, but it remains a more integral part of their work
than academic research. They also place a high value on collaboration with
colleagues in teaching and are characterized by a strong involvement in admin-
istrative tasks.

Research-focused academics (20.3%)—Similar to teaching-focused academics, this
group places high value on academic research activities, particularly interna-
tional publishing and research output. However, teaching plays a lesser role in
their professional activities. Like the first group, they also consider leadership
and administrative responsibilities as characteristic of their role.
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Academic leaders (26.6%)—This group places equal emphasis on teaching and
research but is primarily defined by leadership responsibilities within the
university, which are the most critical aspects of their work.

To fully understand the situation, job characteristics, well-being, and performance
of academics in each country, it is essential to interpret our findings within the
broader context of national higher education policies. For this reason, we con-
ducted a macro-statistical analysis of higher education policies in the five studied
countries, examining the educational policy processes of recent decades that
have significantly shaped the working conditions of academics and researchers
in these institutions.

1. Higher Education in the Studied Countries:
Challenges and Trends

Following the political transition, the higher education systems of the exam-
ined countries had to contend with post-Soviet traditions, remnants of which
are still present in the academic sphere today—albeit to varying degrees, and
in different segments. Nevertheless, global trends (such as the expansion and
internationalization of higher education) eventually made their way into every
post-socialist country, albeit with some delay.

A common feature of the region is that, after a phase of dynamic expansion,
student numbers have now entered a stagnation phase, prompting state initiatives
aimed at reducing or redistributing the costs of higher education. One approach
has been the promotion of private institutions, another has been the reduction
of the proportion of state-funded students, and a third is recruitment-restrictive
higher education policy, which has led to the lowest rates of young graduates
within the EU (38% in Slovakia, 29% in Hungary, and 23% in Romania).! Cost-
saving measures in higher education have also resulted in relatively low stu-
dent-to-academic staff ratios in this region.

Additionally, in a European comparison, the region is characterized by some
of the lowest academic salaries, precarious career paths, rigid and hierarchical
institutional structures, a lack of transparency in grant evaluation processes,
limited access to international exchange opportunities, and the implicit discrim-
ination against women in academic careers (Drennan et al., 2020; Gould, 2006;
Kwiek & Antonowicz, 2015). These factors significantly hinder talented young
researchers from choosing a career in academia.

! <https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/-/ddn-20220524-2>.
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In the countries of the region, the attractiveness of the academic profession has
declined, leading to a decreasing number of academic staff and an aging workforce.
This is further exacerbated by insufficient funding compared to international
standards and other sectors, inadequate social status and recognition—particularly
in the case of assistant lecturers—and increasing pressure on academics to secure
funding through their performance to maintain international competitiveness.

After the political transition, the most significant challenges for higher edu-
cation in the region included demographic decline combined with emigration,
as well as the internationalization that gained momentum due to the Bologna
Process. At the same time, the student-to-academic staff ratio decreased compared
to previous years, and the number of newly established private higher education
institutions increased. These institutions are characterized by specialized pro-
grams, smaller class sizes, and flexible schedules, alongside the already mentioned
lower student-to-academic staff ratios. Another key factor shaping academic work
is the increasing stringency of academic qualification requirements and perfor-
mance criteria for academic positions, likely influenced by political direction,
which is closely linked to academic qualification procedures and expectations
for the quality of higher education (Hanesovd et al., 2025; Kovdcs & Papp, 2025;
Poldnyi, 2024; Todor, 2025).

In Ukraine, higher education has been shaped not only by the post-Soviet
transition but also by economic, political, social, and historical processes such
as the Euromaidan protests and the 2022 Russian-Ukrainian conflict. Due to
the massive emigration caused by the war, many higher education institutions
have faced operational uncertainty, and a significant proportion of students and
academics have continued their studies and work in neighboring CEE countries,
primarily in Slovakia and Poland. Thus, the impact of the war on (higher) edu-
cation extends far beyond national borders. Salaries for Ukrainian academics
remain significantly lower than those of their counterparts in the EU and even in
the Visegrdd Four countries. However, academic expectations have increasingly
aligned with European higher education trends, including higher performance
expectations, compliance with accreditation regulations, requirements for specific
programs and subjects taught, and the introduction of performance assessments
(Pallay, 2025).

1.1. Academic Well-Being and Health Behaviors

According to the results of our cross-country questionnaire survey, Slovakian and
Ukrainian academics report the lowest levels of well-being, while Romanian aca-
demics report the highest. Controlling for all other variables, being from Romania
was a positive predictor of well-being (Kovdcs et al., 2024b). This may be linked to
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the higher average subjective well-being of the Romanian population in a regional
comparison, as indicated by the World Happiness Report, where Romania ranks
24th globally, with only the Czech Republic ranking higher within the region
(Helliwell et al., 2023). Conversely, the well-being of Ukrainian respondents
was significantly impacted by the difficulties caused by the war in both work
and everyday life. Partially aligning with these well-being results, Slovakian and
Serbian academics reported feeling the healthiest, whereas Ukrainian academics
reported feeling the least healthy (Kovdcs & Michelini, 2025).

In terms of physical activity, Serbian and Slovakian academics were the liveliest,
followed by Hungarians, while Ukrainians and Romanians drew up the rear.
However, Ukrainians were the most frequent users of university sports facilities
in the past year (30.4%), whereas Romanians were the least frequent users (12.4%)
(Kovdcs & Michelini, 2025). Investigating the role of physical activity is crucial,
as our results indicate that academics who engage in moderate or high levels
of physical activity (at least 150 minutes of moderate exercise per week) report
significantly higher well-being. Regular physical activity significantly reduces
perceptions of stressors such as work-life conflicts, workload, and the diversity
of academic roles, thereby indirectly contributing to higher academic well-being
(Kovdcs et al., 2025a).

1.2. Workplace Stress and Institutional Support

Academics in Serbia and Hungary had the lowest agreement that opportunities
for promotion exist. Serbians, Romanians, and Slovakians reported high dissat-
isfaction with training and development opportunities. Respondents in Ukraine
described the lowest agreement on manageable workloads, while Hungarians
presented the lowest satisfaction with the annual performance appraisal process.
Academics in Hungary and Romania received high ratings for colleague support.
Hungarians, Serbians, and Slovakians had high levels of concern regarding
the deteriorating situation of academics. Academics from Ukraine, Romania,
and Serbia rated their institutional infrastructure as adequate. Romanians and
Slovakians reported burdensome levels of administrative work. Serbian aca-
demics generally agreed that they had sufficient time for class preparation.
Interestingly, Ukrainian respondents were the most satisfied with their working
conditions, career progression opportunities, development opportunities, and
social support within their institutions. There were no significant differences
between countries in satisfaction with salaries. In all countries, most academics
were not satisfied with the salaries provided by their higher education institu-
tions. This question elicited the highest level of dissatisfaction, regardless of the
country of origin (Kovdcs et al., 2025b).
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1.3. International Mobility and Academic Productivity

Significant differences were found in participation in international mobility
programs: Romanian and Slovakian academics were the most mobile, while
Hungarian and Ukrainian academics were the least mobile (Dabney-Fekete etal.,
2025). For Ukraine, this may be attributed to its non-EU status, the fact that
respondents completed the survey not only near the border but also from within
the country, and, naturally, the war, which has made border crossings significantly
more difficult, especially for men.

The higher mobility of Romanian and Slovakian academics could be explained
by the large proportion of Hungarian-speaking academics in minority institutions,
who often choose Hungarian institutions due to the shared language. Additionally,
many Romanian-speaking respondents live in border regions where higher educa-
tion institutions are within a relatively short distance, facilitating travel.

Despite differences in mobility, no significant differences in academic produc-
tivity were found between the studied countries, suggesting that academics in
the region perform at similar levels overall (Kovdcs et al., 2025¢).

1.4. Senior vs. Junior Academics

Significant differences were observed between junior and senior academics.
Associate professors reported higher levels of well-being than assistant profes-
sors or those in lower positions (Kovécs et al., 2025a). Daily smoking was more
common among assistant professors or lower-ranked academics (13.5%), whereas
non-smokers were more prevalent among associate professors or higher-ranked
academics (84.4%) (Kovdcs & Michelini, 2025).

Junior academics worked more hours per week, struggled more with work-life
balance, and had lower research productivity (Kovécs et al., 2025¢). Senior aca-
demics worked fewer hours, coped better with work-life balance, received more
institutional and peer support, rated their working conditions more positively,
and performed better in research (Berei et al., 2025; Kovécs et al., 2025b).

A significant proportion of senior academics had participated in interna-
tional mobility programs, compared to only one-third of early-career academics
(Dabney-Fekete et al., 2025).

2. Characteristics of Academic Clusters in Central and
Eastern Europe

Our research has provided a detailed and comprehensive picture of four distinct
types of academics in the CEE region, based on their working conditions, well-
being, and performance indicators.
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Academic leaders achieved the highest productivity scores. Despite being the
most overburdened, they remain the most effective. This may be attributed to
their ability to delegate certain monotonous and time-consuming administrative
tasks, which are not recognized as academic performance, to others—primarily
to the group we identified as academics with an administrative focus.

They excel in publishing, participating in international conferences, and
engaging in international research projects. They are also the most open to
internationalization (including international research projects and academic
mobility). However, the heavy workload and long working hours associated with
these activities significantly reduce their well-being (Kovécs et al., 2025¢; Dabney
etal., 2025), despite their general tendency to report feeling optimistic, cheerful,
and enthusiastic. Their greatest source of stress is excessive administrative work.

A higher proportion of academic leaders report that their work does not cause
conflicts in their personal lives, even though they work the longest hours (Berei et
al., 2025). They perceive their institutions as stable and innovation-oriented. They
are the most satisfied with their salaries and firmly believe that career develop-
ment opportunities are available to all academics. They also believe that there is
a high level of agreement between academics and university leadership and that
promotions are based entirely on performance. Furthermore, they are convinced
that the annual performance evaluation process fairly reflects their achievements.
However, these views differ significantly from those of other academic groups.
Academic leaders report the highest levels of perceived social support. They are
the least likely to consider leaving academia or to feel at risk of dismissal in the
near future. Consequently, they are also the most satisfied with their working
conditions (Kovdcs et al., 2025b; Pallay et al., 2024).

Academic leaders excel in most areas of teaching and quickly adapt to insti-
tutional and student needs. Their teaching approaches are predominantly stu-
dent-oriented, development-focused, and data-driven. They also believe that
institutions clearly define the framework and expectations for inclusion. They are
the most aware of students from underrepresented groups and consider special
allowances for these students both necessary and acceptable. They primarily
implement differentiation strategies for student assessment, especially when
teaching non-traditional students (Hrabéczy & Kocsis, 2025).

In terms of cultural consumption, they tend to be more passive (Mdrkus etal.,
2025).

For teaching-focused academics, teaching plays a central role, but they also
demonstrate outstanding performance in research. They feel the least burdened
by their multiple responsibilities and are satisfied with the level of support they
receive from colleagues. However, they are more dissatisfied with performance
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evaluations, as most believe that too much emphasis is placed on assessment,
which threatens their professional independence (Koviécs et al., 2025a).

A significant proportion of this group struggles to balance work and personal
life, and many report that work negatively impacts their private life. They rarely
feel calm, but they generally display enthusiasm, cheerfulness, and optimism.
They are the most likely to believe that their institution prioritizes the interests
of its employees. They frequently discuss teaching-related issues with colleagues
and demonstrate a high level of collaboration in research and publishing activities
(Pallay et al., 2025).

Their teaching practices are highly practice-oriented and reflective, with a
strong focus on providing up-to-date information and data during lessons. A
high proportion of them are aware of students from underrepresented groups
and find special allowances for these students more acceptable and necessary
(Hrabéczy & Kocsis, 2025). This group has the highest proportion of academics
actively engaged in cultural consumption (Mérkus et al., 2025).

Research-focused academics primarily concentrate on domestic and international
publishing. They are not motivated to establish interinstitutional networks, as
institutional competition dominates this area. They are also the most pessimistic
about leaving academia or being dismissed within the next three years (similar
to teaching-focused academics) (Pallay et al., 2024).

They question the fairness of performance evaluations and promotions, but
interestingly, the evaluation process itself does not cause them significant stress.
They believe that there is little agreement between academics and leadership,
and they perceive weak institutional support. They are the least satisfied with
their working conditions and the level of social support within their institution,
reporting the lowest levels of job satisfaction (Kovdcs et al., 2025b). They frequently
experience exhaustion at the end of the workday, and few feel energized on a daily
basis. A high proportion of them struggle to balance work and personal life, and
many report that work negatively impacts their private lives (Pallay et al., 2024).

The group of academics with an administrative focus has the highest proportion
of academics who do not yet hold a doctoral degree. Their work has the least
impact on their private lives, but they express the most uncertainty regarding
job satisfaction. They exhibit low levels of collaboration with colleagues in most
areas, including discussions on educational and research topics, joint projects,
and providing assistance to peers (Pallay et al., 2024). Their teaching practices are
practice-oriented and student-centered (Hrabéczy & Kocsis, 2025).

They are significantly overrepresented among those who feel excessive pressure
regarding publishing and grant writing. For them, performance evaluations
represent the greatest source of stress, and they do not perceive their workplace
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as stable. They are the least satisfied with promotion and career development
opportunities (Kovécs et al., 2025b), partly because they achieve the lowest research
performance. It would be beneficial to develop supportive career development
programs for this group, involving senior academics, to enhance their research
effectiveness alongside their teaching and administrative responsibilities.

Academics with an administrative focus were also found to be the most open
to cultural consumption (Mdrkus et al., 2025).

3. How Can the Well-Being and Performance of Academics
in Central and Eastern Europe Be Improved?
Recommendations for Higher Education Leaders and
Policymakers

Overall, our findings highlight that academic well-being and effective perfor-
mance require both financial support and greater recognition of teaching and
administrative work, which should also be reflected in performance evaluation
systems. Institutions should offer diverse support to enhance the research careers
and publication activities of committed academics.

Key challenges include work-life conflicts, excessive workloads, intense pub-
lication pressure linked to performance evaluations, and lack of transparent
institutional goals and expectations. These pose significant stressors and chal-
lenges for academics. Therefore, institutions should provide programs to support
academic career development, time management skills, and mental well-being,
particularly for researchers. It is also crucial for academics to fully understand
the purpose, structure, and consequences of performance evaluation systems
and to have a voice in institutional decision-making processes to ensure their
interests are represented.

Significant differences exist between senior and research-focused academics in
terms of perceptions of academic work, recognition, satisfaction, and institutional
and peer support. This highlights the urgent need for dialogue and engagement
between different academic groups and university leadership.
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