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Abstract: EU policies promote mobility as a part of contemporary doctoral education. EU- 

funded doctoral candidates are expected to move country, establish international research 

networks; travel for workshops, conferences and research stays abroad; and collaborate across 

disciplines as well as work in other sectors during their doctoral training. As far as EU policies 

are concerned, competence in all these ‘mobilities’ is essential for future knowledge workers in a 

competitive, global economy. But how do doctoral fellows themselves experience mobility? A 

survey of 3,410 EU-funded doctoral fellows shed light on their experiences of geographical, 

sectoral, interdisciplinary and social mobility. It showed that many PhD candidates are excited 

by the opportunities they see in their doctoral programmes, but they often experience tensions 

between their professional and personal desires. 

 

Keywords: academic mobility, doctoral education, knowledge workers, mobile life, mobility 

experiences, survey of academic mobility 
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One of the issues that people who didn’t [experience] so much mobility would not 

understand is that it’s difficult to adapt. Psychologically, I need to meet new friends, to 

build within the team [. . .]. It’s quite challenging when you’re changing country, 

especially if you are not a native to this country. So, in my case I’m like a snail: I have 

everything with me, all my house with me, I cannot leave anything behind [. . .]. I needed 

to transfer myself completely 100 per cent [. . .] [and] there are also language challenges 

of course every time [you move]. My big pain is visas. [. . .] In fact, I missed a few 

scientific meetings [as part of PhD training] because I couldn’t attend them; one was held 

in Spain, and I didn’t have a permit to move there [. . .]. I didn’t know if I would be 

deported [back] to Ukraine together with my entire luggage or if I would be allowed to go 

to Spain in the last moment. At some point, I was thinking to open a bureau in helping 

with these [visa issues] because, honestly, these things can be more automatised, and they 

can be much easier. (Anna, Ukrainian doctoral fellow in Belgium) 

 
 

Meet Anna.1 She is from Ukraine. After having studied for a BA in her home country, she went 

to Germany to study for an MA. As a part of the second year of her MA, she moved to France 

and then to Belgium to complete the degree. After her master’s degree, she was offered a PhD 

fellowship in an EU-funded Marie Skłodowska-Curie project at the same university in Belgium. 

Her doctoral programme involved moving to Spain for a year and a half during the three-year 

fellowship to take on a secondment within the medical industry as a part of her training. This 

meant that she had to get to know the private sector and be flexible in adapting to different 

working cultures, protocols for working in the laboratories and different ways of protecting data 

compared to the university. Within five years, she had moved from Ukraine to Germany, from 
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Germany to France, and then from France to Belgium and further on to Spain. During her 

undergraduate years in Ukraine, she had learned English, which was crucial in the following 

years when she lived in different European countries and engaged with students, researchers and 

scientists from all over the world. Studying German and Spanish further developed her language 

skills. Today, she speaks four languages fluently – English, Spanish and her two native tongues, 

Ukrainian and Russian – and can converse in Italian, French and German. Anna’s story of her 

higher education journey is one example of the contemporary setting of EU-funded doctoral 

fellows and the demands that they often face when studying to attain their doctoral degree. 

 
 

Doctoral mobility in EU policies 
 

As a part of the European Union’s strategy to promote mobility in doctoral education (Zgaga 

2015, 2017), students are required to move country to take up an EU-funded doctoral fellowship 

under the Marie Skłodowska-Curie Actions (MSCA). The contractual rules in the MSCA 

International Training Network (ITN) demand that the doctoral fellow must ‘not have resided in 

the country of the recruiting beneficiary for more than 12 months in the 3 years immediately 

before the recruitment date (and not have carried out their main activity (work, studies, etc.) in 

that country) (European Commission 2017: 17–18). In addition, several Marie Skłodowska-Curie 

actions promote the involvement of industry in order to help ‘researchers gain experience of 

different working environments while developing transferable skills’ by working on joint 

research projects (European Commission 2018). If a Marie Skłodowska-Curie doctoral fellow is 

based at a university, their programme should involve a secondment with industry or with a 

‘socio-economic actor’, or if the fellow is based in industry, they should have a secondment at a 

university. 
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In line with the principles set out in The European Charter for Researchers: The Code of 

Conduct for the Recruitment of Researchers (European Commission 2005) and the EU 

Principles for Innovative Doctoral Training, the Marie Skłodowska-Curie actions also promote 

interdisciplinary mobility of researchers to ‘ensure that any appropriate opportunities for cross- 

fertilisation between disciplines can foster the necessary breadth and interdisciplinary approach’ 

(European Commission 2011: 1). Based on the logic that geographical mobility and mobility 

between sectors and disciplines leads to increased quality of doctoral training, improved research 

outcomes and optimised career possibilities, Marie Skłodowska-Curie doctoral fellows engage in 

many forms of mobility during their doctoral training. 

 
 

Reports on the mobility of doctoral fellows 
 

Influential organisations in the European policy arena have investigated mobility among doctoral 

fellows, and we will briefly discuss four of their reports. As a response to the intensification of 

European policies, programmes and targets concerned with academic mobility, the report 

Mobility: Closing the Gap between Policy and Practice, published by the European University 

Association (EUA 2012), explores how universities responded to these changes from a strategic 

and management point of view. The second report, Career Tracking of Doctorate Holders: Pilot 

Project Report, by the European Science Foundation (ESF 2015), stems from a project with the 

aim of designing a joint methodology and collaborative approach to career tracking for the 

purpose of monitoring, evaluating and planning policy developments. 

A third report, ‘Careers of Doctorate Holders: Analysis of Labour Market and Mobility 

Indicators’, as a part of the OECD Science, Technology and Industry Working Papers (Auriol et 

al. 2013) examines the global labour market, career paths and mobility of doctorate holders. 
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Relying on a large-scale survey at a national level from twenty-five countries, the report focuses 

on the careers of doctorate holders and includes mobility in terms of ‘job-to-job mobility’, ‘intra- 

sectoral mobility’ and ‘international mobility’ (geographical mobility between countries). A 

fourth report, published by the European Council of Doctoral Candidates and Junior Researchers 

(Eurodoc 2011), sheds light on doctoral candidates’ experiences of their training and careers. 

The report, Eurodoc Survey 1: The First Eurodoc Survey on Doctoral Candidates in Twelve 

European Countries, is based on a survey conducted from 2008 to 2011. Mobility is only one of 

the aspects investigated in the survey. In contrast to the other three, this report focuses on 

mobility from the point of view of doctoral candidates themselves, with an emphasis on 

candidates’ interest in mobility, motives for being (geographically) mobile, perceived barriers to 

mobility, previous mobility experiences and their current situation and future expectations. Some 

of Eurodoc’s key findings in relation to mobility include the following: 

 
 

• The main reason doctoral candidates and junior researchers were interested in being 

mobile was their desire to access better career prospects. 

• Those with the highest motivation to move or stay abroad after their doctorate 

(regardless of the reason) were young researchers from Spain and France; also 

mobile were German and Austrian researchers. 

• Clear differences in international mobility patterns and motivations existed between 

respondents from different countries, as well as from both gender groups. For 

example, doctoral candidates from Croatia reportedly had the lowest possibilities of 

pursuing a doctorate abroad, whereas researchers starting their doctorates in Spain, 

the Netherlands and Austria had the greatest possibilities for going abroad during 
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the doctorate. 
 

• The respondents’ main sources of funding for mobility were scholarships. Those 

presenting the highest likelihood of conducting their doctorate abroad with an 

employment contract were participants coming from Sweden, the Netherlands and 

Slovenia. Nonetheless, a high proportion of students pay for international mobility 

from their own funds. 

 
 

These four reports shed light on mobility experiences among doctoral fellows from a variety of 

perspectives; two of the projects on which the reports were based developed tools for assessing 

the extent of mobility in higher education for management and strategic decision-making 

purposes. The reports also tracked academic mobility patterns beyond doctoral education. 

However, none of the reports focused on or examined the professional and personal implications 

of living a mobile life as a part of an academic career. 

It is clear that there is limited information about doctoral fellows’ mobility during their 

doctoral education, as well as a lack of qualitative data about how doctoral fellows themselves 

experience the mobile academic life. In order to address this gap and in light of the EU’s 

emphasis on promoting increased mobility in doctoral education, our survey was designed with 

the aim of exploring doctoral fellows’ lived experiences of mobility. The survey investigated 

four forms of mobility: (1) geographical mobility (physically movement between countries); (2) 

inter-sectoral mobility (between universities and industry or policymaking or non-governmental 

organisations); (3) interdisciplinary mobility (where doctoral candidates work with researchers 

from another discipline); (4) social mobility (across social class or between lower and higher- 

ranked universities). 
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Methodology to investigate doctoral mobility experiences 
 

The survey was conducted as a part of the Universities in the Knowledge Economy (UNIKE) 

project. The research focused on former and current Marie Skłodowska-Curie doctoral fellows. 

This particular survey population was identified, because the EU’s demands for geographical and 

inter-sectoral mobility in the Marie Skłodowska-Curie actions meant that this group of doctoral 

fellows was required to have periods of diverse types of mobility during their doctoral education. 

With the help of the Directorate-General Education, Youth, Sport and Culture, the Horizon 2020 

MSCA ITN Team of the Research Executive Agency at the European Commission, and the 

Marie Curie Alumni Association, an online questionnaire was distributed and available for six 

weeks from April to May 2016 and gained 3,410 respondents. After identifying relevant topics 

for further in-depth analysis, the quantitative results from the questionnaire were supplemented 

with qualitative data from twelve interviews with doctoral fellows who had participated in the 

questionnaire. The detailed methodology and overall results were published in a working paper 

entitled ‘The Mobile Academic: A Survey of Mobility among Marie Skłodowska-Curie Doctoral 

Fellows’ (Walakira and Wright 2017). This article explores the fellows’ concepts and 

experiences of mobility in greater depth. 

 
 

Key findings of the survey 
 

A mobile academic life has both positive and negative aspects, as was clearly seen in the survey. 

Of doctoral fellows participating in the survey, 71 per cent stated that the fellowship’s diverse 

forms of mobility entailing international collaborations across nations and between sectors and 

disciplines had enhanced their scientific contribution either to a high or very high extent, despite 
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the personal and professional difficulties incurred. This was backed up by the interviewed 

fellows, who said that they overall considered themselves to be privileged in doing a Marie 

Skłodowska-Curie doctoral training. They saw the fellowship, with its diverse forms of mobility, 

as a benefit to their doctoral training, despite the personal and professional challenges that they 

met as a result of engaging with the different types of mobility. 

For the most part, fellows undertook their doctoral education in Western or Central 

European countries – the United Kingdom (18 per cent), Germany (16 per cent) and France (9 

per cent) – while most fellows originated from Italy (18 per cent), Spain (8 per cent), Germany 

(7 per cent) and India (7 per cent). Not many fellows held their fellowship in Eastern Europe or 

outside the EU. These results could indicate a risk of brain drain in which the more privileged 

countries attract the best talents from less privileged countries. There would be brain gain if the 

graduates returned to their home country or country of origin with enhanced education. 

However, in the questionnaire and in our interviews, many doctoral candidates originating from 

outside the EU or from Eastern or Southern European countries said returning home would have 

a negative impact on their salaries, employment, professional recognition and career possibilities 

as high-skilled workers, and the availability of scientific/technical equipment was limited. 

All fellows interviewed in the survey said that the Marie Skłodowska-Curie doctoral 

fellowship was very challenging and hardly possible to finish within the set norm of three years. 

This point was supported by the statistical data, which showed that, of those who had finished 

their Marie Skłodowska-Curie doctoral fellowship, only 39 per cent had done so within the 

normative time set for the fellowship. 

Not all fellows had experienced inter-sectoral or interdisciplinary mobility during their 

fellowship. Despite the promotion of these types of mobility in Marie Skłodowska-Curie actions, 
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only 66 per cent of fellows said their doctoral education included inter-sectoral mobility, and 

only 61 per cent of all fellows had, or expected to have, interdisciplinary collaborations during 

their fellowship. Of the fellows who engaged in inter-sectoral mobility and the fellows who 

experienced interdisciplinary collaborations, 85 per cent and 92 per cent, respectively, said there 

were no negative aspects. Where there were negative aspects of inter-sectoral and 

interdisciplinary mobility, these were for the greatest part in relation to badly organised 

collaborations and secondments that had little or no alignment with their PhD research, or that 

involved a time-consuming process in order to establish a fruitful relationship, or to bureaucratic 

and administrative issues. 

In terms of social mobility, this survey clearly showed that most doctoral fellows were the 

first in their family to achieve an education at doctoral level. Only 4 per cent of fellows’ mothers 

and 8 per cent of their fathers had an education at doctoral level. However, most fellows 

participating in the doctoral programmes still had parents who had received higher education: 45 

per cent of mothers and 47 per cent of fathers had either a bachelor’s or master’s degree. If 

gaining a higher level of education compared to fellows’ family background is considered 

positive social mobility, the Marie Skłodowska-Curie doctoral actions can be seen as being quite 

successful. However, it has to be borne in mind that access to doctoral education has changed 

significantly in recent years as a result of the massification of higher education. 

 
 

The art of being a snail and building a new home 
 

When Anna talked about her extensive experiences with geographical movement, she referred to 

herself as a snail carrying its shell on its back in order to depict how flexible she needed to be. 

The metaphor illustrates how she, in a physical manner, needed to carry all her belongings with 
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her every time she moved to a new country during her doctoral training. But Anna’s metaphor 

also depicts a psychological ability to settle anywhere, to adapt and create a base in a new 

environment. The Marie Skłodowska-Curie actions are considered a flagship for developing the 

doctoral training of a mobile workforce that will be competitive in the global knowledge 

economy. But does that also mean that the EU expects this disposition of living a mobile 

academic career to be life-long? Next, we give examples of what fellows think about living like a 

mobile snail in different stages of their lives. 

As mentioned earlier, a majority (90 per cent) of fellows said they enjoyed their periods of 

mobility (whether geographical, inter-sectoral or interdisciplinary) and felt privileged to have a 

Marie Skłodowska-Curie fellowship. Eighty-six per cent of the fellows said they strongly agreed 

or agreed to some extent that they would do the fellowship with its diverse forms of mobility 

again and that the benefits overall outweighed the disadvantages. The interviewed fellows 

expressed a sense of excitement about moving to a new country and travelling to other countries 

for meetings, conferences and research stays abroad during their doctoral education. A Dutch 

doctoral fellow explained it as ‘the world opening up to her’: 

 
 

When you do such a Marie Skłodowska-Curie project, the world opens up to you, 

because if I had done a PhD in the Netherlands or not a PhD at all, [I wouldn’t] discover 

how much is out there: different universities, different researchers [. . .]. [It has] become 

natural nowadays within science; you travel to conferences abroad and make 

collaborations, so that’s something I definitely would like to keep doing. For me, it’s 

definitely a plus. I mean, it has pros and cons, but for me the pros outweigh the cons. 

(Julia, Dutch doctoral fellow in Denmark) 
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The ability to be flexible and the sense of excitement of doing a PhD, which demands 

extensive geographically mobility, may be related to age and family situation. Of the doctoral 

fellows in the survey, 95 per cent were under thirty-six years old, 53 per cent were single, 25 per 

cent were in an unofficial partnership and 21 per cent were in an official partnership/married. 

Only 8 per cent had dependent children. As fellows completed their PhD, their attitude to 

mobility and their values of work-life balance seemed to change. For example, a Chinese 

doctoral fellow who had completed her PhD explained: 

 
 

Now my mind has changed. Before my PhD, I really enjoyed being busy, working hard 

and travelling, but now it’s like ‘OK, as long as I have a job and I can support myself 

then that’s enough’, then I can enjoy family and friends – that’s also a good life. Now it’s 

like I’m so busy: one week I’m in South America, next week I’m in the UK . . . and you 

do not have any personal life at all. That is kind of the big change in my mind. I want to 

have a good job within my field, but I don’t want to spend all my time on work anymore 

[. . .]. I will try to do my best in the job, but it’s not my first priority anymore. (Lily, 

Chinese doctoral fellow in Finland) 

 
 

Generally, doctoral candidates who lived with an official partner or were parents expressed 

greater concerns about how to put together a puzzle of career wishes, family considerations, 

partner’s career plans and so on. A Columbian fellow who had settled in Italy with her Ethiopian 

boyfriend while doing her doctoral studies explained about her plans and future hopes of career 

options and considerations of work and life balance: 
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Interviewer: So you might move to a different European country [for your next job]? 

PhD fellow: I will try not [to], but if it happens, I will first discuss it with my partner. I 

have learned with the years that no matter how much you want in life, if you don’t have 

your personal life somehow settled, everything becomes a mess as well. 

Interviewer: So, do you think this is related to becoming older as well – that you start 

thinking differently? 

PhD fellow: Maybe, I don’t know [. . .]. Maybe it’s because I’m becoming older. But 

being lonely is difficult, just moving everywhere and starting all over every time – it’s 

difficult. And being abroad, you have passed through it; it’s ups and downs [. . .]. So I 

think that at some point I want to better match my dream job with my personal life. 

(Laura, Columbian doctoral fellow in Italy) 

 
 

The tendency for family and friends to gain a greater importance in fellows’ considerations of 

the balance between work and life, and the idea that the excitement and flexibility of being 

geographically mobile is related to career stages, is backed up by a statistical finding from the 

survey: 61 per cent either strongly agreed or agreed to some extent that they would only be 

mobile in the early part of their career between twenty-five and thirty-five years of age. 

Some researchers have used the notion of ‘academic nomads’ to describe the mobility and 

fluidity of students and researchers (Choi 2015; Gargano and Throop 2017; Trait 1999). Corina 

Balaban also drew on the metaphor of ‘academic nomads’ in her doctoral dissertation, especially 

when one of her interviewees explained how PhD fellows must be nomads to adapt to 

contemporary developments in doctoral education (2017: 70). The term is used to convey the 
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nature of doctoral fellows’ working lives, in which fellows continuously move, travel and settle 

down in new places, sectors and disciplines during their studies. However, the metaphor of the 

snail carrying its shell on its back offers a distinction from the notion of academic nomads. 

Whereas nomads usually move together with their family members or kinship group, the snail 

moves alone. Nomads often move in an annual cycle between different sites in a known 

landscape and do so as a group with established social ties and cultural norms. Even in a hostile 

or unpredictable environment, nomads to a great extent define their own cultural setting and 

uphold this as a group together while moving. Contrary to the nomads, the doctoral fellows must 

merge their cultural luggage into new contexts where others mainly set the cultural norms. Like 

the snail, the doctoral fellows move on their own as they meet the challenges of settling into and 

adapting their ‘cultural luggage’ or ‘mental home’ to the new cultural context. 

In terms of geographical and interdisciplinary mobility, as well as movement between 

sectors and social groups, doctoral fellows are required to have a high level of interaction within 

the new environments – whether interacting with co-workers at their host university, interacting 

with local people in the host country or collaborating within a significantly different working 

environment in another sector or with researchers from other disciplines. The mobile fellows 

thus face demands to be adaptable and flexible as individuals in cultural and organisational 

settings that are largely defined by others. The snail metaphor captures this sense of the rootless 

mobile academic life where doctoral fellows must be ever ready to move with their belongings 

into new settings and able to settle in anywhere as a part of the mobile life of knowledge 

workers. 
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Navigating between professional and personal desires 
 

The anthropologist Henrik Vigh (2004, 2006a, 2006b) has written extensively about the concept 

of ‘navigating’ and used this term to explain how youth in West Africa seek to create better life 

opportunities. In his article ‘Motion Squared’, Vigh writes about ‘social navigation’ as an 

analytical tool to explain how people ‘muddle through’ to optimise their life situation (2009: 

424). Whereas Vigh uses ‘navigation’ in contexts that are characterised by political and socio- 

economic turmoil, this concept is useful to describe how doctoral candidates seek to navigate 

between and within the options and possibilities that are available to them – especially when it 

comes to combining private and professional lives. 

In an interview, a doctoral fellow explained her reasons for applying for the doctoral 

fellowship: 

 
 

PhD fellow: Several things made me apply for this job – the money is really good, and I 

like the place [city of host university], and also family issues because my husband, at that 

time my boyfriend, is Ecuadorian. So, Spain is like the perfect place for him to start his 

European experience because he has no language issues here, while Germany is different. 

Interviewer: So that was also a part of your considerations? 

PhD fellow: Yes, definitely [. . .] always trying to reconcile [career and private life]. 

(Lea, German doctoral fellow in Spain) 

 
 

As we see in this example, the fellow mentions considerations in her private life as a significant 

motivating factor for applying for the fellowship in her particular host country. In the interview, 

she explained her history of how she and her boyfriend (now husband) had been settled in 
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Ecuador for several years, where she used to work. When they sought to move back to Europe, 

Spain was a better option compared to Germany, as her husband would be able to speak the 

language. It is particularly interesting that the fellow describes her options as a ‘reconciliation’ 

between career and private life; in other words, the doctoral fellow was navigating between the 

professional desire to further her career with a doctoral degree and the personal pursuit of 

establishing a life in Europe together with her husband (and later two children). Using Balaban’s 

(this issue) distinction between ‘need’ and ‘desire’, it is evident how the doctoral fellow is 

navigating between the ‘need’ to be mobile for her career and the ‘desire’ for settling in Spain 

for reasons of personal character. 

In interviews, doctoral fellows explained their individual professional and personal 

background. Geographical mobility during the doctoral education was described with a sense of 

excitement and a feeling of personal adventure, but also as making personal compromises. A 

doctoral fellow explained her experience of having moved to a new country: 

 
 

In the beginning it was exciting, but now that so many years have passed, it has become 

more difficult for [my parents] and for me as well [. . .]. So you compromise many things. 

My parents still support me, and I always think you must be where you are doing 

something you like, so I am clear that if I’m not doing something I like here, there is no 

reason for being abroad from people I love. (Laura, Columbian doctoral fellow in Italy) 

 
 

The fellow furthermore explained that her boyfriend had also moved to her host country, where 

he was now working. The job possibilities in her home country did not match her doctoral 

education, so in the future she would be looking for a job in or close to the country where she 
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was living now. In interviews, it was evident that each PhD fellow, with their personal 

background, considers many issues when doing a doctoral education that demands geographical 

mobility – issues of both professional and personal character. As seen in the examples of Lea and 

Laura, doctoral fellows navigate between their professional and personal desires and needs in the 

attempt to reconcile them, often with unavoidable compromises. 

 
 

‘Collecting visa documents has become my hobby’ 
 

This ironic statement was made by a fellow in an interview about the challenges she had to go 

through to obtain a residence and working permit during her doctoral studies. For fellows who 

are non-EU citizens, or who have a partner who is a non-EU citizen or from outside the 

Schengen area, the requirements for visa and residence permits are often a great challenge. To 

many, the procedures of acquiring visa and residence permits constitute a considerable insecurity 

factor that causes delays in the research project and insecurity in terms of their ability to 

participate in conferences, workshops and, not least, possibilities for future employment 

prospects. 

Of fellows participating in the survey, 11 per cent experienced issues with obtaining visas. 

These issues mainly concerned a time-consuming process, complicated procedures, and fees. The 

pattern is similar when it comes to residence permits. Here, 9 per cent of fellows had experienced 

difficulties, and the issues were likewise mainly in connection with time-consuming processes, 

complicated procedures, and fees to obtain a residence permit (Walakira and Wright 2017: 30, 

33). The visa and residence permit procedures caused extensive uncertainty in fellows’ daily 

lives when planning trips and stays during their fellowship, when attempting to reconcile their 

professional and private life and when planning for future career paths. 
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An Indian fellow explained his situation in an interview: after finishing his bachelor’s 

degree in India and having worked for a couple of years for a company in Delhi, he was granted 

an Erasmus scholarship to study for a master’s degree in France. During his master’s degree, he 

studied each semester in a new country; altogether, he lived in three different countries during 

his two-year programme. After completing his master’s degree, he moved to Germany and 

worked there for three years as a research associate at a university. At that time, he was planning 

to stay and build his life in Germany, and he studied German to optimise his integration into the 

local community. However, the search for a PhD position led him to Denmark, where he was 

offered a Marie Skłodowska-Curie doctoral fellowship. For nearly a decade, the Indian fellow 

had been living in various European countries, each stay demanding new visa and residence 

permits. He was now looking at an insecure future in which he would lose his residence permit in 

Denmark if he did not obtain employment within six months after finishing his fellowship. 

Whereas he had invested a lot of time and energy in learning German, he found it difficult to 

study Danish in Denmark because the doctoral programme was so demanding and included 

many travels and research stays abroad. He also did not know if it was worth investing time in 

learning Danish, as he did not know if he would be able to stay in Denmark. 

This example displays how difficult it can be for doctoral candidates who are non-EU 

citizens to plan and build a life and career. Like the snail, the Indian fellow perceived his future 

to be so unpredictable and insecure that he had to be prepared to move and build a new ‘home’ in 

another country again. His unpredictable career also had side effects: because of his extensive 

geographically mobile life and short-term contracts throughout the past decade, he had 

postponed starting a family. During his doctoral fellowship, he had married, and his wife, who 

was also from India, had moved to Denmark. They had gone through the process of acquiring a 
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visa for his wife, but the couple had found it difficult to establish their life together in Denmark. 

His wife had taken language courses and applied for many jobs within her profession, but her job 

search was unsuccessful. As a result, the couple had decided it was better for his wife to move 

back to India, where she was offered a position within her field. Towards the end of his 

fellowship, the Indian fellow was now seeking to navigate between his career pursuits and 

personal wishes of establishing a home with his wife when considering his future career path. 

EU citizens living with a partner who is a non-EU citizen also face challenges of visa and 

residence permits when seeking to establish their life together in a European host country. A 

German fellow explained how she and her husband faced a period of extensive insecurity 

through visa processing and were thus uncertain if he would be able to be present at the birth of 

their first child: 

 
 

It’s an absolute nightmare to be in Europe with a non-European husband and trying to 

stay with him [. . .]. [The visa procedure] was all a bit difficult, and we never knew if he 

would get the visa and be there when I was going to give birth to my first daughter [. . .]. 

What really kept me busy for like the first year of my contract was my husband and my 

daughter, and also arranging their residence permit and health insurance [. . .]. So that 

was really a big problem for us to make sure to legalise his coming with me and then all 

the paperwork to get installed here as a family. (Lea, German doctoral fellow in Spain) 

 
 

These examples show how the mobile life can have extensive personal consequences. The 

EU’s promotion of the mobile academic life as a way to heighten the quality of education and 

research outcomes for increased competitiveness in the knowledge economy should not merely 
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be seen as affecting the professional spheres of doctoral fellows’ lives. It has serious implications 

for the personal sphere when fellows’ decision-making navigates between professional pursuits 

and the planning of their personal life. EU documents seem to treat the life of the knowledge 

worker as a closed sphere. In contrast, our research shows that their working life is unavoidably 

mixed with personal life. Perhaps a better way to term this lifestyle is as ‘the mobile academic’s 

life’ so as to better capture the mix of the professional and private spheres of life when fellows 

are required to move and travel abroad, as well as engage in different working environments and 

within different disciplines as a part of their doctoral training, whilst also trying to develop 

personal relationships, a home and a family. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 

In our survey, 61 per cent strongly agreed or agreed to some extent that they wanted to settle 

down and have a stable home. Of the fellows who had finished their doctoral education, 37 per 

cent said they were able to continue their career in their host country, but 12 per cent had to 

move back to their country of origin, and 18 per cent had moved to yet another country to 

continue their career (Walakira and Wright 2017: 42). 

A life of continual movement as a ‘mobile knowledge worker’ beckons, with a continual 

tension between navigating their professional and personal lives. Anna, the Ukrainian doctoral 

fellow doing her PhD in Belgium, exemplified this. She expected to finish her PhD in late 2017. 

After completing her doctoral degree, she planned to move to Italy to stay with her husband. She 

faced a period of job insecurity and realised that she might have to move to yet another country 

to pursue her career further. This leads us to the following question: Are the mobile stages of 

knowledge workers’ careers only for a limited period? EU policies initially promoted mobility in 
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higher education at the master’s level. Today, mobility is extended to doctoral education. 

Combined with the reality of the current job market, where there are few permanent positions, 

mobility cannot be seen as limited to early stage careers. Instead, ‘mobile knowledge workers’ 

may be expected to be mobile for life, without regard to how they navigate, let alone integrate, 

their role as ‘workers’ in the knowledge economy with personal aspects of their lives. 

The EU’s promotion of mobility as a way to strengthen the quality of doctoral education 

and create a workforce that would make Europe competitive in the global knowledge economy 

should not be perceived as only affecting the professional lives of doctoral fellows. The 

requirement to settle in another country to initiate a Marie Skłodowska-Curie fellowship, 

followed by intensive periods of different types of mobility (geographical, inter-sectoral, 

interdisciplinary and social) led to significant personal consequences for the individual fellows. 

Besides being excited about the prospect of moving and travelling during their doctoral 

education and perceiving themselves to be privileged in doing a professionally challenging 

doctoral degree, the doctoral fellows often found themselves in a situation where they had to be 

prepared to build and establish a home in a new place and be adaptable to diverse contexts. Like 

a snail carrying its shell, the fellows had to acquire the ability to resettle, establish a new home 

(often several times during their three-year fellowship) and be flexible when seeking to navigate 

their professional pursuits and personal desires in order to reconcile these. As an addition layer 

of challenges, doctoral fellows who were non-EU citizens, or whose partner was a non-EU 

citizen, faced extensive insecurity when dealing with visa and residence requirements. This led 

to pervasive uncertainty in doctoral fellows’ daily lives and often had widespread consequences 

for both their professional and personal lives in terms of lost research time, being unable to 

attend research activities or being unable to live together with their partner and struggling to 
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reconcile their private and personal lives in their future career paths. 
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Note 
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