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The tenured itch

Ready to treat your midcareer malaise?

Published August 01 2019
By Graham R. Moran & Audrey L. Lamb

Graham: In 2015, I realized that being a midcareer professor at a midsized state university was less satisfying than
I had imagined. The research was fine (though my flow of new ideas was tapering off), and teaching was enjoyable,
so what was amiss? Not knowing the root of my waning interest, I set off on a misguided and ill-advised search for a
solution. I vented my frustration primarily at my institution’s administration, specifically as it related to budget. They
seemed to be constantly spending at the university’s periphery to buy shiny objects at the expense of core activities,
so it was an easy case to make. But the truth is I was more diffusely dissatisfied and needed to fashion a solution to
that ailment. Compounding my predicament was the fact that I had no clue that was where I should direct my
energy.

Audrey: Tenured, full professor: My career was set. Except ... I was nearing the end of my first major federally
funded project and running out of ideas for renewal. With increased responsibilities, I found it harder and harder to
settle down to think and write, and I was aggravated by increased pressure from the university to do more with less.
I became an advocate, speaking out against a proposal to fund a football stadium renovation instead of a new biology
building (the old one, incidentally, was obsolete before the genetic code was determined), and I fought the constant
musical chairs of an upper administration that implemented new policies without considering long-term effects and
without staying long enough to clean up the mess they made. At times, this was all-consuming — but only mildly
satisfying. I had caught the tenured itch.

When faculty members are academically healthy, their successes emanate from their institutions in the form of
scholarly works. They amass small accomplishments into profound achievements, spurred by a work ethic founded in
imagination, focus and will.

However, we all have colleagues who, while clearly intelligent and insightful, have lost traction in their careers and
grown restless. It can happen to any of us. Myriad events can exhaust our inspiration, but waning stimulation caused
by overfamiliarity with our academic niche is at the forefront. If we don’t recognize our ennui, we can’t formulate a
viable remedy.

Such a state of mind can occur any time after tenure, but it often comes in the second decade with an academic
employer. Faculty members develop an invasive, pervasive and futile thought process that undermines productivity.
They feel a vague desire to do something else. Many become mired in what has been called “midcareer malaise,”
trying to justify their dissatisfaction. Once-engaged scholars redirect their obsessional natures in nonproductive ways.
They suddenly feel unrecognized by their institutions and frustrated with administrative policy, or they cultivate
animosity toward colleagues, both personal and professional.

These academics may convince themselves that their institutions do not understand their talent or value their hard
work. It is true that university faculty are costly assets in a competitive job market, and administrators often struggle
to quantify scholarly successes, especially when they are comparing people who make diverse scholarly contributions.
Annual evaluations and regular merit-based raises can provide incentive and stability to faculty ranks. But for the
malaise afflicted, money is a superficial remedy.

Disaffected faculty commonly direct their ire at institutional policies. In the modern-day university, administrative and
faculty objectives seem to have diverged. Faculty remain ideological and expect others to bow at the altar of their
disciplines. Administrators focus on undergraduates and often appear uninterested in scholarly activity. Railing
against the administration can seem like a noble calling, but without an understanding of the university’s regulatory
landscape, it may be ineptly directed. Moreover, such tilting at windmills is unlikely to yield results before it becomes
all-consuming. Creative energy is finite, and a crusade to change policy comes at the expense of other
accomplishments.

Some midcareer faculty vent their frustrations toward their own academic departments in petty squabbles and
vendettas over space, access to department resources and perceived slights.
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When a person flails about in reaction to a desire to be stimulated, inspired and driven by purpose, any and all the
above behaviors may result.

If you see yourself in any of these scenarios, some part of you probably is wondering how to escape. The only path
toward a cure is recognizing the malady. Selecting a remedy requires introspection and bravery.
Here are some suggestions:

1. Renewed scholarship. Learn new skills that apply to your academic passion. Or develop a new
research focus for which you already have the appropriate skills to alleviate the boredom that has caused
the slump.

2. A change in venue. The grass might not be greener at another institution, but a new location and new
colleagues can stimulate you to regather your scholarly mojo.

3. Increase service and/or instructional duties. A change of emphasis can be both valued and
rewarding.

4. Change from the inside. Instead of opposing policy as just another faculty malcontent, join the
administration. An activist faculty member, with the right mentoring, makes an outstanding
administrator.

5. A courageous career shift. We all have many desirable skills: leadership, public speaking, problem
solving and critical thinking, not to mention discipline-specific skills. Faculty can get into the rut of
thinking their established career stretches off to the horizon. If that path no longer inspires, consider
forging a path outside the academy.

So what steps did we take to shake our malaise?

Graham: Fast forward four years: I'm in a new research-intensive position at Loyola University Chicago and have
enjoyed every minute since arriving. I am now a more agreeable individual. The research is flowing and all-
consuming. I am happy to be absorbed in experimental subroutines and executing experiments with my lab
members. I see projects and objectives laid out in front of me. Overall, I found the precise salve for my ills: I
required new surroundings and stimuli. It was a bold step, but I am convinced completely it was the correct response
to the state I was in.

Audrey: I cured my malaise in two ways. First, Graham and I started new collaborative projects far removed from
my previous work (new enzyme systems! new methods!) that provided fresh inspiration. Second, I took an interim
dean position. While I seem to be a capable administrator (time will tell how history views my legacy), I am now
certain that what gets me up in the morning is figuring out how enzymes work. I look forward to handing the dean
role off to my successor and returning to my lab to work on opine metallophore and riboflavin biosynthesis — and
maybe a third new project in the works.

In closing, the window of time to reset or re-establish a career trajectory, in whatever form, is finite. Faculty
members must act while they are marketable and known within their discipline. And they must not yet have adopted
a disaffected mindset as the new normal.

A career driven and sustained by purpose requires honest introspection. Discovering that one is no longer fulfilled by
the work has tremendous value. Without this knowledge, a faculty member may well be relegated to a purgatory of
their own making.

Related articles

Stopping the tenure clock

Most colleges and universities in the United States have tenure clock extension policies designed to ameliorate
the impact of profound life events, such as childbirth or a serious illness, on a faculty member’s progress toward
academic tenure.

You will survive
Jennifer Dubois writes about the pain of a tenure denial - and how she got through it.

Graham R. Moran is a professor of
biochemistry and Carl Moore endowed
research chair at Loyola University Chicago.

Audrey L. Lamb is interim dean of graduate
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