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ABSTRACT 

The number of course hours adjunct faculty members teach continues to rise in higher education, while treatment of 
this growing faculty segment remains an area of intense emotion and scrutiny. Universities cite cost savings and 
adjuncts’ specialized educational qualifications as a positive for the university and students. Adjunct faculty 
members cite cases in which lack of job security and benefits, low pay, and poor treatment and conditions contribute 
to emotional stress—making the position of adjunct faculty member untenable. In response to this discord, a 
growing unionization movement has begun among adjunct faculties. Unions, once the primary vehicle for blue 
collar labor, have embraced this new demographic, and in several cases have helped adjunct faculty members to 
form unions under the guidelines of the National Labor Relations Board. In this qualitative study, several themes 
emerged from adjunct faculty members as they went through a process of unionization including issues of isolation 
and confusion, mixed messages, and fear of uncertainty. The unionization process was perceived as mostly positive 
for the majority of the participants despite some concerns as the process developed. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In 2014, more than half of the U.S. faculty members and both public and private non-profit colleges were part-time 
instructors [25, 37]. Universities cite cost savings and adjuncts’ educational qualifications as a positive for the 
university and students [24]. Adjunct faculty members cite cases in which lack of job security and benefits, low pay, 
and poor treatment and conditions contribute to emotional stress—making the position of adjunct faculty member 
untenable. In response to this discord, a growing unionization movement has begun among adjunct faculties, despite 
the recent stagnation and, at some points, steady decline of U.S. membership in labor unions [15, 35]. Unions, once 
the primary vehicle for blue collar labor, have embraced this new demographic, and in several cases have helped 
adjunct faculty members to form unions under the guidelines of the National Labor Relations Board [40].  

There are many factors that influence the degree to which college faculty, both full-time and adjunct, respond to 
overtures of unionization [2, 16, 27].  Traditionally, union organization among college faculty has been primarily 
limited to full-time faculty [27, 34, 40].  However, a new trend in adjunct faculty members seeking union 
recognition has become an important issue in higher education [3, 23, 28, 42]. Studies also suggest the success 
factors in these ventures is dependent on a number of often inter-related and challenging factors, including 
leadership, communication strategy, and commitment [9, 12, 9, 22]. 

In this study, a mid-sized private university had seen a large labor union attempt to gather support to unionize the 
adjunct faculty.  Adjunct faculty at this university taught over 60% of the credit hours offered and received no 
benefits and had no system in place to determine courses, which was generally done ad hoc by department heads, 
which led to complaints by some faculty that if they ‘fell out of favor’ with their department head they did not 
receive classes or were given very unfavorable schedules.  At least one faculty adjunct faculty member contacted a 
large labor union and asked about the process of unionization.  This started a process that lasted almost a year, 
during which the union and the university provided information about this process.  During the process both the 
union organizers and the university administration began to actively communicate with adjuncts advocating their 
perspectives on what an adjunct faculty union would mean to them personally and to the university as a whole. This 
process, while sometime very adversarial, provided some of the strongest perspectives among the participants.  
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The purpose of this study was to look at how adjunct faculty in the Information Systems/Information Technology 
Department at this university perceived the process and the impact that this process had on them.  As unionization 
continues to persist as a significant issue in higher education, understanding how this process impacts the faculty 
group most affected by the process can help both faculty and administrators more effectively work together to 
provide a stable and positive work environment for all faculty, which would benefit the learning environment for 
students. 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

U.S. membership in labor unions has either stagnated or steadily declined in recent history [6, 11, 15, 21, 40]. 
However, adjunct faculties at universities across the U.S. have responded to a lack of acknowledgement of their 
perceived value by attempting to unionize to address issues of job security, pay, and other concerns [5, 25, 29, 35]. 
In 2014, more than half of the U.S. faculty members and both public and private non-profit colleges were part-time 
instructors [37]. Liftig [25] examined the numbers: “According to Weissmann, at public 4-year colleges, 36% of 
faculty are part-timers; at private 4-year schools, 51% are considered “adjunct”; and at American community 
colleges, over 70% of the faculties are neither on tenure or teaching in tenure track positions [25, 40]. The average 
pay per course is $3,200 at a public research university and $2,250 at a community college [25].” 
 
The issue of unionization of adjunct faculties has become an increasingly important concern in higher education. 
More than 350 articles and blog posts have been published on the topic in The Chronicle of Higher Education since 
2010. The issues that McGee (2002) and Dedman and Pearch [7]) described appear to remain; the employment of 
adjunct faculty members continues to be cost-effective for the university, and pay and job security continue to be 
major issues for the adjunct faculty members [7,30]. Schmidt [37], and Liftig [25] among many others report that 
universities have increased the percentage of classes taught by adjunct faculty members, in part, because they are 
available to teach specialized courses at a lower cost than full-time, permanent faculty members [25, 37, 40].  
 
Perceived barriers often exist in the adjunct faculty unionization process including, but not limited to isolation and 
confusion, mixed messages, and fear of uncertainty. Liftig [25] described his experience with unionization and job 
security (fear of uncertainty). “The ranks of fellow adjuncts were profoundly afraid: ‘We can be fired at any time. 
You know that,’” one prospective union member exclaimed to him. The faculty member was correct, Liftig 
explained, “The next semester, my name disappeared from the course catalog [25].” Schmidt [37] explained that 
these adjuncts “have long complained about poor pay and working conditions….[and] their options have been to 
form advocacy groups to publicize their problems, to join education unions dominated by tenure-track faculty 
members with their own agendas, or to simply quit teaching at colleges.” Schmidt further explained the isolation the 
faculty members experienced. “Adjunct faculty members also tend to spend little time on campus except when they 
are actually teaching, which can make them difficult to find and otherwise hinder their interaction with fellow 
faculty members. Their lack of job security can leave them fearful of being associated with a unionization campaign. 
Those who regard teaching as something they do on the side, on top of some other well-paying job, can be 
unsympathetic to pleas that they should join a union to improve their peers' working conditions [37].” 
 
Several high profile cases of unionization have highlighted this issue and have made unionization a significant issue 
for administrators at universities across the nation [34, 40, 41]. Schmidt [37] described the collective efforts of 
adjunct faculties in U.S. cities, including Boston and Pittsburgh, to enable a competitive environment for universities 
to obtain adjunct faculty members, rather than a “buyer’s market.” The organizers suggest that an even playing field 
among the universities would make university administration more open to unionization and collective bargaining 
and improve working conditions for adjunct faculty members [37]. The unionization process is complicated by a 
myriad of issues, including the varied needs of each university [7, 10, 14, 18, 32].  
 
Mixed messages seemed to be an issue at Bentley University, where approximately 40 percent of the faculty 
member teach about 25 percent of the classes. One adjunct faculty member said that “organizers there ‘fostered an 
aura of optimism’ but ‘misunderstood the culture,’” while “faculty advocates of unionization invoked Bentley's 
emphasis on business ethics to argue that it betrayed its own principles by exploiting part-time instructors,” and 
administration asserted that several current adjunct faculty members said they “would no longer teach here" if they 
became unionized [37].  
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 
Rationale for Using the Case Study Method 
 
A case study methodology was adopted for this project. A case study is an effective qualitative technique when the 
researcher has clearly identifiable cases within established boundaries and seeks to provide greater in-depth 
understanding of a phenomenon, and allows for the emergence of sometimes subtle themes that are consistent 
throughout the experience [8, 31, 36].  In this case, the boundaries are clear and narrowly defined:  the experiences 
of seven IT/IS adjunct faculty members at a mid-sized private university as they transitioned from their current non-
union environment to one with union representation recognized by the university.  Therefore, this situation was 
appropriate for a case study methodology.   
 
The Participants 
 
The seven adjunct faculty members that participated in this study were selected based on a convenience sample.  
The researcher, who also works as an adjunct faculty member at the subject university, had posted a message in the 
adjunct faculty office asking for participants in a research study on unionization.  This took place after the 
unionization process had concluded and the message asked for people willing to be interviewed to describe their 
perceptions of the entire process of unionization.  Initially a large number of adjunct faculty outside the IS/IT field 
replied and they were contacted for a further study.  Nine people in IS/IT responded to the message and were 
contacted by the researcher.  After initial meetings, two declined to participate further, both citing issues of a lack of 
time to participate, and the remaining seven served as the population for this study.  Each participant attended a brief 
introductory meeting in which the scope of the research project was explained and participants were asked to 
complete an informed consent document outlining expectations and privacy issues for this study.  
 
John (all names used are pseudonyms) has taught at the subject university for six years and generally teaches 
freshman level and introductory IT courses.  He also teaches at the adjunct level for two other universities and does 
not have a full-time position, but has been actively searching for a position for several years.  He has applied seven 
times for full-time faculty positions at the subject university and numerous times at other local schools without 
success.  He holds an MS degree and is not currently working on a terminal degree.  He described his overall 
relationship with the university as “sometimes good, sometimes bad, depending on whom your department head is.” 
He also stated that he is generally well liked by the students and tries to be a part of the overall campus community, 
“although it’s hard because I teach at so many other schools.”  He also stated that he had grown up in a household 
that was union friendly, “My dad was in the steel workers union and he really thought unions were great for 
workers.”  He also stated that he had never belonged to a union before and generally felt his feelings about labor 
unions were “generally positive” going into this experience. 
 
Richard has taught at the subject university for nine years and teaches in both the IS and Communications 
departments.  He holds a full-time salaried position in the IT field for a private company and generally teaches one 
IT/IS or Communications class each semester.  He does not teach at any other universities. He holds a terminal 
degree in Computer Science.  He stated that he is not looking for full-time status as a faculty member and described 
his relationship with the subject university as “pretty good, most of the time” and his relationship with the students 
as “solid.”  He stated that his general impressions on labor unions prior to unionization at the subject university as “I 
don’t like them; I think they subsidize poorer quality workers and even though seniority would benefit me, I still 
think it’s a bad idea for the school.” He also stated that he had never been in a labor union before although they do 
have a labor union at his current full-time position and “I’ve worked with a lot of union members in the past.” 
 
Allison has been teaching at the subject university for two years and previously taught full-time at another university 
in a different state before relocating.  She currently teaches two sections of a specialized upper-level course in 
database management.  She holds a terminal degree in IS. She is not teaching at any other universities and is not 
employed full-time anywhere else.  She has applied for several full-time positions at the subject university but has 
yet to receive any offers to interview and she is also actively looking at other universities for full-time employment.  
She described her relationship with the university as “a bit strained a lot of the time since I rarely get the classes I 
want at the times that are convenient for me,” and “I don’t think they really value what I bring to the table here.”  
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She also stated that she had never been in a union before and really held no strong opinions on unions, “I’ve never 
really thought about it.  It just does not come up in academia very often and that’s where I’ve mostly worked.”  
 
Andrew has been teaching at the subject university for five years and teaches a broad range of courses in the IT 
field.  He currently also works as a self-employed consultant on data security.  He has applied for three full-time 
openings at the subject university and received one interview.  He holds a terminal degree in IT. He described his 
overall relationship with the subject university as “usually OK, although I think they generally treat adjuncts as slave 
labor.”  He also stated that he had at one time “wanted to file a grievance over the way the administration treated me 
once, but there is really no mechanism here for adjuncts to do that.”  He described his relationship with the students 
as “the usual, my courses are tough and students usually blame faculty when they don’t do well.”  He stated that he 
generally had no strong opinions on the role of labor unions in higher education, “It just never comes up, especially 
for adjunct faculty.”  He also stated that “My father was a professor and he absolutely hated the idea of unions.”  
 
Josh has been teaching at the subject university for one year and teaches one section of an IS course and also one 
section of a freshman studies course.  He holds two Masters Degrees, one in IS and one in Communication.  He 
currently also does adjunct teaching at another college and is actively seeking a full-time faculty position.  He is also 
currently pursuing a terminal degree in IS.  He described his relationship with the subject university as, “pretty much 
OK, I’m really focused on getting a full-time position at the other school I teach at, and so this place is pretty much 
just for experience.” He also stated that he thought, “Adjuncts never really get a chance here anyway.”  He also 
stated that he thought he has a “very positive” relationship with the students and commented that, “my course 
evaluations are always very good.”  He stated that he had been in a union in a previous job and thought that, “the 
dues were a lot considering that I never really needed the union to do anything, but I guess they were OK.”  His 
general impressions regarding unions were “pretty positive” and he stated that “I think I was one of the first people 
that actually signed one of those union cards here.” 
 
Hazel has been teaching at the subject university for nine years and usually teaches the maximum number of courses 
permitted for adjuncts each term, usually in information management areas.  She has an MS Degree in Computer 
Science and is not currently pursuing a terminal degree.  She stated that, “My husband is a full-time employee at the 
university so I don’t really need a full-time job here, but it sure would be nice.” She has applied for several full-time 
faculty openings at the subject university only and was interviewed twice.  She described her relationship with the 
university as “wonderful, it’s a great place to work” and her relationship with the students as “the best part of my 
job.”  She stated that her impressions of unions were generally positive, “They have a union here for the full-timers 
and my husband is in it and I think it has been great for us.”  She also stated that she had never been in a union 
herself and at the beginning of the process was highly apprehensive because of her husband’s status at the subject 
university. 
 
Adam has been teaching at the subject university for six years and generally teaches introductory courses in IS.  He 
holds a terminal degree in IT and also teaches part-time at two other universities, although generally he teaches no 
more than 3 classes a semester combined.  He also has a full-time position in the IT field as a quality inspector and 
was not interested in a full-time faculty position.  He stated, “I like the teaching, but it really does not pay like the 
private sector does.” He said that his general impressions on labor unions were “not really very positive although 
I’ve never actually been in one,” and that, “unions really seem to be on the way out, so I’m not sure if that’s the kind 
of thing I want to be a part of.”  He also stated that he had a few incidents with the administration that, “maybe in 
some instances it would have been nice to have a support system in place for adjuncts since no one really cares 
about us here.” 
 
Data Collection 
 
After initially screening potential subjects and reviewing confidentiality issues, each participant was given an 
informed consent document outlining expectations on issues such as content and confidentiality.  After obtaining 
informed consent from the seven participants, an in-depth interview was held with each of them.  Each interview 
followed a semi-structured format designed to capture the ‘experience’ of each participant during the process of 
moving from anon-union environment to the final vote for unionization.  An interview protocol was developed and 
used during this phase of the study.  The protocol was reviewed by three subject matter experts (two on qualitative 
research methods and one on labor relations management) to establish validity of the questions used in the protocol.  
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Interviews ranged from 60 to 90 minutes and were conducted at an off campus location to protect the anonymity of 
the participants.  Each interview was audio recorded and then transcribed. To ensure maximum reliability in the 
data, each interview was transcribed by two researchers and then the transcripts were compared to assure the 
accuracy of the data.  As case studies often include the use of archival data or physical artifacts in addition to 
personal interviews, memos and letters sent by both the university and the union organizers were also reviewed. 
 
Data Analysis 
 
After the interviews were transcribed, they were initially reviewed.  This within-case analysis provided initial 
familiarity with the data.  The data were then coded for themes.  Two separate coders were used and the results 
comparted to ensure consistency and reliability.  One of the major challenges in this case study was the 
establishment of epoche, a process by which the researcher excludes any personal bias or judgment when reviewing 
the data [31, 33].  This was especially challenging since one of the researchers was also an adjunct faculty member 
at the subject university and had also experienced the unionization process at the university.  This necessitated the 
use of the second coder.   
 
Cross-case analysis was then used to facilitate insights beyond preliminary impressions.  Themes began to emerge as 
the data was coded and analyzed. Enumeration and categorization of the data were also performed at this stage.  
Finally, the transcriptions and general themes enumerated were given back to the participants to further validate that 
the researchers had correctly captured the meaning and essence of each participant’s experiences during this process 
of potential unionization.   

RESULTS 
 

Three critical components emerged as important perceptual issues among the participants as they experienced the 
process of unionization.  These included; issues of isolation and confusion, mixed messages, and fear of uncertainty.  
These factors were consistent with the literature on this subject.  Further investigation revealed that within each of 
these major thematic areas, three sub-factors were present in each area.  These sub-factors included: communication, 
interpersonal relationships, and commitment to the university.  Each of these sub-factors influenced, to varying 
degrees, the major themes that emerged. 
 
Issues of Isolation and Confusion – This issue was cited by each participant and is often discussed in the literature 
during any change process, so the inclusion of this theme was not surprising to the researchers [17,20,38,39].  What 
was somewhat surprising was the degree to which the participants felt that this theme occurred throughout the entire 
unionization process.  For these participants issues of isolation and confusion were consistently discussed as one of 
the most impactful aspects of the process.  Among the key words and phrases that were used to code for this domain 
included, “I felt all alone”, “Was not sure who I could talk to”, “Completely isolated”, “Did not understand what 
was going on”, and “Was completely confused about the whole thing.” 
 
Communication: Issues regarding communication leading to isolation and confusion were discussed by all seven 
participants in this study.  What appeared to bind this theme was a feeling of not knowing who they could talk to 
about the process that was happening all around them.  John commented, “What was strangest for me was how quiet 
the adjunct faculty office was all semester. No one talked about anything.”  Josh echoed this sentiment, “The office 
used to be a pretty lively place, but once this all started, people were very quiet and kept to themselves.”  Allison’s 
comments exemplify the feelings of confusion that were discussed by all seven participants in the area of 
communication, “because this was such an important topic it would have been nice to have some objective 
conversation about it, but no one seemed to know very much and no one wanted to talk about the issue.”  Andrew 
added, “I’ve never been in a union and frankly did not know too much about them, so the lack of communication by 
all of us really added a high level of confusion.”  
 
Interpersonal Relationships: Feelings of isolation and confusion were described by six of the participants as 
impacting their interpersonal relationship with adjunct colleagues, full-time faculty members, and administrators.  
All six who commented on this during their interviews discussed how significant this area had been for them.  Hazel 
stated, “Because you never really knew who was for or against this union thing, people just kept to themselves and 
really did not engage each other like they did before this whole thing started.”  Adam added, “You almost tried to 
‘size up’ the other people in the room on the union issue before you really talked to them and so generally I just did 
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not talk to anyone.”  One particularly telling comment came from John, “I was in the office and three people were 
ranting about how terrible the whole union thing was, since I supported the idea, it really impacted how I acted 
around those guys for the rest of the semester.  I was guarded and did not really hang out with them to the degree I 
did before.”   
 
Commitment to the University: To varying degrees, issues of isolation and confusion affected the degree to which 
the participants felt committed to the university.  This issue was raised by five of the participants and manifested 
itself in an overall opinion that the university did not appear, in the eyes of these participants, to be vested in them 
personally. Andrew commented, “I always felt like our school, and especially our department were one big happy 
family.  This process changed that for me.  I really began to see higher education as a business and started to 
understand that’s how the school viewed me, as an asset and nothing more.”  Allison echoed this sentiment, 
“Although I was leaning towards being supportive of the union idea, I never got the feeling that the school cared 
about my welfare as a person, just how much it was going to cost them.”   
 
Mixed Messages – The receipt of mixed messages was the most discussed theme by six of the seven participants. 
The emergent theme was also consistent with the literature on unionization movements [4, 13, 26]. Each participant 
commented on how radically different the messages on the opposing sides (university and union organizers) of the 
issues were. The perceived animosity between the two sides (which was mentioned by five of the participants) 
caused strong emotional reactions from the participants.  The theme of receiving mixed messages during any strong 
emotional change is consistent with the literature.  Some of the key words and phrases used to code this theme 
included, “mixed signals”, “mixed messages”, “conflicting viewpoints”, “I had no idea what they really wanted”, 
and “they said one thing one time then the total opposite the next.” 
 
Communication:  Communication was discussed as an issue by all seven participants and each participant 
commented on how impactful the communication messages were for them.  Josh stated, “Seriously, this was the 
worst part of the whole thing.  Both sides had completely opposite perspectives, which made it really hard to know 
which side, if either was right.”  Allison added, “I don’t really understand how the administration could see 
absolutely no value in a union while at the same time the union just said terrible things about the administration.  It 
just made it so hard to figure out what to believe.” Four of the participants commented on how the mixed messages 
in communication soured them a bit on the process.  Richard added, “I got to the point where I just stopped reading 
any emails about the union from either side.  They were just so biased that it was not worth my time and it really just 
made me irritated.” 
 
Interpersonal Relationships: Six of the participants commented on how perceived mixed messages impacted their 
relationships with peers and administrators.  Five participants mentioned that changes in interpersonal relationships  
as one of the most disappointing aspects of this process. Adam stated, “The worst part of it for me was how this 
impacted how I felt about the administration.  I thought they at least supported the idea of better conditions for 
adjuncts, but the moment this process started, it seemed like they thought we were the enemy.”  This was further 
amplified by Josh, “I was always on good terms with my department head, but after this process started she would 
say things like, ‘I support you guys’ but then we’d get a memo from her telling us that nothing would change or 
improve if a union came in. I never really trusted her the same after that.”  Additionally, relationships with 
colleagues were also strained. Richard stated, “sometimes faculty, especially the full-timers would tell you that a 
union would never help us get more money which really seemed odd since they have had their own union for like 
five years and their salaries go up all the time.” 
 
Commitment to the University: All seven participants commented on how the mixed messages sent by both sides 
impacted their relationship with and commitment to the university.  The very polarizing messages received by both 
sides caused each, to varying degrees, to become less committed long term to the university.  An exemplar of this 
attitude was expressed by Andrew, “I always thought I would teach here forever, I used to think we were all here for 
the same reasons.  This process really showed that when push comes to shove, the administration just sees us as a 
cost they need to control.  If could find another job that paid as well I’d jump in a minute.” Hazel added, “One of the 
best things about working at a university is the collegiality of everyone, but I think that’s gone now.  They, and by 
that I mean the administration, created an ‘us versus them’ mentality.” None of the participants blamed the union 
organizers for this adversarial relationship.  John stated, “It’s the union’s job to get people fired up, but I thought the 
university would at least be open to a rational dialogue, but no, they just care about money.” 
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Fear of Uncertainty – Consistent with the literature, issues of uncertainty during a unionization process were 
discussed by all participants [1, 13, 29]. This perception caused anxiety for the participants, one of the most 
consistent issues they described was that both sides were actively trying to use this uncertainty to manipulate them 
to vote a certain way.  Josh stated, “I don’t think either side really cared about us, both just wanted to win and we 
were like pawns in their little power game and however it turned out, you sure as heck did not want to be on the 
losing side.” Each participant also commented on how stressful the uncertainty was during this process, Allison 
added, “Both sides gave you a ‘doom scenario’ so you were terrified either way.  I never knew what was going to 
happen if we got a union or not.”  Key words and phrases used to code for this theme included, “uncertainty”, 
“afraid”, “future” and “who knows what comes next.” 
 
Communication: The uncertainty of the communication presented by both sides during the unionization process 
was discussed by six participants.  Most of the communication was in the form of emails and letters from both union 
organizers and university administration. Although the union did host several open meetings, none of the 
participants attended them.  Each participant expressed that both sides contributed to uncertainty.  Richard stated, 
“You could never get a straight answer from either side.  They would basically both say anything if it would get you 
to vote their way.  The process was so stressful and I never really knew what would exactly happen if the union 
came into being or not.”  Hazel added, “I thought both sides did their fair share of fear mongering.  While some 
administrators tried to play both sides of the fence saying how they were ‘with us’ in spirit and then talking about 
how they weren’t sure they could offer us a class if the union came in, real nice.”   The issue of communication was 
summed up by Adam, “They wanted to keep us guessing and scared, and fearful of what would happen if we ‘voted 
the wrong way’.”  
 
Interpersonal Relationships: Interpersonal relationships were addressed by only three of the participants and 
focused on how the unionization process would affect long-term relationships they had with peers and 
administrators.  Allison was one of the most outspoken participants on this issue and stated, “I like the people I work 
with.  I always enjoy interacting and even talk to some of them socially.  But now, you just don’t know where 
people stand and who knows if seniority and other issues are going to drive a lot of people away.  It’s almost like 
starting over with everyone.” That sentiment was echoed by John regarding his relationship with administrators, 
“Now that it’s over, I guess we all have to rebuild some trust in each other.  I’m hoping we all go back to supporting 
each other, but who knows.” 
 
Commitment to the University: Issues of fear of uncertainty in relation to commitment to the university were 
expressed by four of the participants. These comments typically fell into two distinct categories; a desire to renew a 
commitment to a long-term relationship with the university after the unionization process was complete or a 
rejection of any desire to buy into the university’s position on faculty relations.  Allison summarized the first 
position, “I think we would all now like to move forward.  If the university is sincere in willing to work in this new 
dimension then I think we can all get along nicely.  I’m sure that’s what happened when the full-time faculty got 
their union. Now at least we all know what the standing of the issue is.” John exemplified the other perspective, 
“Something like this can really sour you on where you work, that’s what happened to me.  Simply put, the effort the 
administration put into demonizing the idea of what a union would mean to the school was pure nonsense.  It really 
showed me just how little value they place on us.  It would take a long time to rebuild trust here and I don’t think I’ll 
be here long enough for that to happen.” 
 
While it may seem that the overall impact of this process on these participants was negative, several did voice some 
positive comments that should also be included in this discussion.  Five of the participants commented that the 
experience, while somewhat challenging, did raise their expectations that future conditions would improve, 
especially in regard to pay.  One exemplar of that feeling was given by Richard, “The good thing about this whole 
process is that, as tough as it has been for both sides, I think, in the end, we’ll get our issues, especially pay, 
addressed.”  
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CONCLUSIONS 
 

The results of the study indicated that for these participants the unionization process was more stressful than they 
had originally thought it would be and they perceived significant issues in the major themed areas of this study: 
isolation and confusion, mixed messages, and fear of uncertainty.  At the conclusion of the unionization process, the 
adjunct faculty members voted overwhelmingly in favor of becoming part of a labor union.  It appears that issues 
during the unionization process were impactful to these participants in a number of ways that present interesting 
challenges and opportunities to both union organizers and university administrators.  
 
It appears that in the area of ‘isolation and confusion’ making a concerted effort on both parts to ensure that adjunct 
faculty perceive they are not treated as pawns and that both sides have unique and different perspectives might help 
alleviate some anxiety and stress in this area.  It was interesting that for these participants most of the negative 
‘mixed messages’ were blamed on the university and not the union.  This is perhaps one of the key finding in this 
study.  While both sides engaged in rhetoric aimed at demonizing the motives and future possibilities of the other 
side, the previously collegial relationship between adjunct faculty and the administration appeared to suffer most in 
this area. It is likely that for many of the participants there was always a tacit expectation that, in the end, the 
university really supported the adjunct faculty and that perception was shattered for some of them.  Allison stated, 
“I’ve worked here long enough to know almost everyone and always thought we were all in this together as one big 
university.  They really let me down with the negative and, in many ways, threatening tone of their messages.  All I 
want is some security at a job I love and enough money to live, how can they not support that?”  Adam also stated, 
“I felt kind of betrayed by my department head.  I knew what the union was all about from the get go, but the school 
administration really surprised me with how ridiculously one-sided their opinions were.”  Another key finding was 
the degree to which uncertainty played into the perceptions of the participants.  While fear of uncertainty is common 
in times of significant change, managing that change and presenting adjunct faculty with accurate and timely 
information and a consistent message might reduce this perception in future unionization movements of adjunct 
faculty. 
 
While both union organizers and university administration had strategic aims and goals not discussed in this study, 
both seemed to lack an understanding of the issues faced by the very people most directly impacted by this effort at 
unionization.  The depth of emotional responses on the part the participants in this study indicate that while 
unionization of adjunct faculty will remain an important issue in higher education, considerable effort should be 
expended to ensure that adjunct faculty members have a greater understanding of the process and how it can impact 
them.  This might alleviate some of the challenges faced by adjunct faculty members during a potential unionization 
process.  
 

FUTURE RESEARCH 
 

The area of adjunct faculty unionization is a relatively new academic phenomenon and will in all likelihood be a 
significant issue for most universities.  Therefore, understanding how adjunct faculty members perceive their 
relationships with universities, what issues they feel are most compelling and how they perceive the benefits and 
drawbacks of unionization are all critical factors for both universities and unions.  Areas of future research might 
include broader sample sizes across faculty disciplines and exploring the perceptions of traditional labor 
organizations as they now embrace greater ‘white collar’ members. The long-term impact of labor unions in higher 
education will also be a rich area of future research. Other areas of research based upon this study might include a 
more long-term study on the aftermath of the unionization process and the relationship between full-time faculty 
(whether unionized or not) and the newly unionized adjunct faculty members. Additionally, a quantitative study on 
factors that influence adjunct faculty to either support or reject a call for unionization would be an important area of 
study. 
 

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 
 

While the results of this qualitative study do indicate that participants perceived issues during the unionization 
process including issues related to isolation and confusion, mixed messages and fear of uncertainty, the results 
should be viewed with caution.  The sample size was small and only drawn from one department within the 
university.  The culture of that department may have played a role in how the participants perceived this process and 
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that culture may be different from the overall university culture. Additionally, the nature of qualitative analysis itself 
often leaves room for different interpretations other than those reached by the researcher.  However, within these 
limitations, the study does contribute to the body of knowledge on adjunct faculty unionization.   
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