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[bookmark: _Toc170034933]Chapter One:  Introduction 

1.1	The purpose of this research activity is to draw on themes from existing literature and research and undertake a small-scale exploration into the extent to which Third Space Professionals in a typical post-92 institution may conceptualise thoughts and ideas around their professional selves after moving into ‘Third Space’ roles. After a peak of focus in the early part of the century, there is a relative deficit now (Tight, 2004) in focus on these roles, which themselves have increased post-Covid (Livingstone and Ling, 2022). As Higher Education Institutions (HEI) have expanded and diversified, correspondingly their workforce has followed (Gordon and Whitchurch, 2007, Whitchurch, 2008). Post-pandemic, the Higher Education (HE) sector develops within the context of new challenges (Veles, 2022), and new roles and professional identities develop alongside. For decades now, staff in UK HEI have faced the challenges of increasing workloads, shrinking budgets and funding, greater public scrutiny, and progressively difficult foundations for working (Livingstone and Lang, 2022), which should merit a more targeted focus on their roles, positions, and voices.

1.2	‘Third Space’ (Whitchurch, 2012) roles within Higher Education exist where staff, often but not always, ex- or seconded academics, move into roles in more central spaces within the university functions. These roles could be managerial, support-based, permanent or project-based, and often mean a move away from traditional academic functions such as lecturing, research and student-facing activities. The Third Space may include people who work in roles classified outside of the more traditional academic-support role binary but can contain elements of both. New and hybrid professional roles within this Third Space continue to evolve and develop in response to global and local changes and challenges (Veles, Carter and Boon, 2018), functioning often cross-university and outside previously well understood boundaries.
Post-millennium there has been a movement in the discussion around Professional Services within HEI, corresponding with the neo-liberal shift influencing the commercialisation and commodification of Higher Education in the UK (Veles and Carter, 2016). Research in the area has evolved from examining the role of management, support, and administrative function to recognising the development of multi-layered roles and individuals in these spaces. 

1.3	The rationale for this professionally-based research is, for me, multi layered. As someone whose work is within the Third Space it offers an insight into the challenges and benefits of the spaces in a sense that could be enlightening and developmental. The intention is to influence my own practice, and the beneficence of findings impacting at a local level by allowing a voice for people in potentially marginalised roles within research and allowing for a greater depth of understanding for me professionally. This small-scale research is intended to uncover themes for research with wider scope and for those to eventually contribute to a field acknowledged as under-examined.
1.4	This research comprised of four ‘Conversations’, based on semi-structured interview techniques, with colleagues in a small post-92 university in the UK. Using Portraiture (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 1997) as a methodology, the Conversations were crafted into anonymised pen portraits of the participants, embracing my own reflections, impressions and understanding of them and their roles in the illustration of their stories. The Conversations were thematically analysed using the initial Research Questions as a basis for scrutiny, which led to the development of further questions implicit co-developed with the participants by proxy, using their words to identify key themes and questions around their roles. Discussion and analysis using the Conversations and Pen Portraits are included here, offering a rich insight into the perceptions of these professionals at this time. An evaluation of the limitations of small scale, researcher-embedded methodology is explored and acknowledged in Chapter 3.
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Higher Education in the UK
The Higher Education landscape in the UK has been subject to significant change in recent decades, with an increasingly large body of work spanning the themes influencing and affected by these changes. Bailey and Freeman (2011) refer to an ‘assault on universities’, describing the changes to funding, introduction and increase of fees and loans, and could now add restrictions around international admissions.  The UK HE sector has undergone dramatic expansion and change since the early 1990s, where a New Labour government pledged an aim for 50% of school leavers to attend Higher Education, leading to what Erickson et al (2021) called a Neo-liberal project spanning UK HEI and leading to a complete overhaul of many systems. Since then, there has been considerable interest in the commercial elements, monetisation of academia, and what Smyth (2017) calls the ‘toxic university’ but scrutiny now moves in a post-pandemic era to what will come next for Higher Education globally. Dennis (2022) suggests that there are two main drivers for the future of higher education, what she calls ‘forever changes’: namely increased consumer choice for students, and the biggest provision ever for mental health and wellbeing support. How Third Space colleagues contribute in these areas will be key to their position in the development of UK Higher Education.

What are Third Space, Central and Professional roles?
Across the literature, in the UK and internationally, terms are used interchangeably and without consistency to describe the roles within Higher Education outside the traditional academic pathways (Veles, 2022). ‘Professional’ roles can encompass anything from administrative, financial, senior leadership and management, and hybrid learning development roles (Veles, Graham, and Ovaska, 2023) and is often referred to within institutions as ‘Central’ or ‘Professional’ services. As Higher Education as a sector has become more diverse and complex, including new spaces emerging online and internationally, the definition of roles has become more fluid, creating what Whitchurch calls ‘hybrid multi-professionals, who not only work across boundaries but also contribute to the formation of new fields of knowledge. (Whitchurch, 2007, p159). Perhaps due to the vast and undefined criteria for inclusion in the Third Space, with many universities considering management, administrative and centrally positioned roles included, globally there is a sharp rise in the proportion of Third Space roles in comparison to traditional academic positions. Most of the scrutiny into this change focuses on the late period of the last century, but comparisons into later data also conclude that staff changes are an indicator of the changing landscape in HE (Stage, 2019). Multiple studies concur that the literature outlines two major movements in Higher Education staffing (Gordon and Whitchurch, 2007; Stage, 2019,). The first is the casualisation and diversity across the bottom strata of the workforce (Stage, 2019; Milojevic et al, 2019), where temporary and early career staff have increased in proportion to the whole. The second is the focus here: the increase in the development and professionalisation of roles in the centre of structures, connected to but outside the research/teaching binary that would have previously represented the majority in HEI (Kehm, 2015). Feather (2015, p324) goes further, asserting that ‘academics are quite distinct from administrators’ and criticises studies that examines issues impacting them as doing so in the same way. MacFarlane (2021) outlines how a shift from a liberal-humanistic history in HE to the neo-liberal model results in conflict over values, a higher level of competition, increasing individualism, high levels of precarity in both identity and job security, and greater pressures over productivity, output, and results (Berg et al, 2016).

Whitchurch’s Third Spaces

The concept of ‘Third Space Professional roles’ in Higher Education came into popularity from the work of Celia Whitchurch (2007,2008a, 2009, 2010, 2015) based on UK Higher Education institutions but widely adopted across the literature. Its adoption can partly be attributed to changes in professional identity moving in parallel with changes to the global and local (UK) HE sector. Western universities are influenced by practices and concepts, particularly in management and leadership, adopted from or absorbed by from commercial sectors as they become themselves more commercialised, pressured, and in search of ways to expand and make efficiencies (Deem, 2001, Veles, Carter and Boon, 2018). Consequently, an increasing breadth of roles no longer fit into the previously established binary of academic vs administrative but move across or outside the two (Graham, 2013).
Initially, Whitchurch acknowledges, the phrase ‘Third Space’ came of origin in the work of Homi Bhaba (1994), describing a place where two cultures intersect. Smith et al (2021) suggest that Third Spaces, within and outwith Higher Education, draw on the qualities of both domains, establishing a culture that is both distinct and intersecting. Applied to HE contexts, this would suggest that HE Third Space professionals typically span academic and professional services spaces, creating a new professional space and identity that draws on both. There are similarities in roles to Deem and Johnson’s (2003) ‘Manager-Academics’ but within the Third Space there is also space for those colleagues who have not transferred from traditional academia. Livingstone and Ling (2022, p646) summarise the range of terms used as ‘third space workers, para-academics, higher education professionals (HEPROs), managerial professionals, support professionals, manager academics ‘but conclude that ‘Third Space’ is an accepted catch-all in current literature. In this research, the Third Space is used to describe the roles under scrutiny that sit outside purely administrative function, with some academic background or influence, but broadly undefined in recognised academic development structure. For example, a Deputy Dean of Faculty would be part of a recognised professional development structure in academia and would not be included in this Third Space discussion, despite the role itself spanning management, typically having an academic background but no longer working with students, working across university spaces, and having many elements that would align with the responsibilities of senior Third Space professionals. Because their role is well recognised, established as part of an embedded structure within most universities, and usually in multiples (several such roles would exist across a university) they are not part of that Third Space liminality. See Chapter 3 for discussion on the parameters used to define Third Space in this research.



Professional Identity in the Third Spaces 

Modern UK HEI, jockeying for position in the massification of the Higher Education market, include a greater proportion than ever before of staff engaged in complex projects around student support, business enterprise, quality enhancement, and rapid portfolio development that requires specialist and often academic knowledge. Whitchurch (2007) asserts that this has caused ‘major shifts’ in the identities of professionals in HEI adopting these project-based or newly imagined roles and crossing organisational, functional, and physical spaces and boundaries.
The broad concept of identity theory in Higher Education is long-established and well researched (eg Bourdieu, 1998; Becher and Trowler, 2001; Furedi, 2002; Adcroft and Taylor, 2013; Lewis, 2014 and Feather, 2014). Academic identity is often defined as a narrative of oneself (Henkel, 2005, Giddens, 1991, Cidlinska et al, 2023) and based on discussions of reflexive self-concept. Dugas et al (2020) correlate the building of academic identity with job satisfaction, finding that the pressures across Higher education leading to increased feelings of anxiety, precarity, and dissatisfaction result in less stable notions of professional identity. Traditionally, academic identity in Higher Education was bound in notions of scholarship (Boyer, 1994), with teaching at the heart of this function. Dugas et al (2020)’s study supported this notion broadly, finding greater levels of positive self-identity in academic terms amongst professionals whose role had a greater proportion of teaching rather than research or managerial function. Henkel (2010) suggests that academic identity is formed in connected with an academic discipline rather than as a homogenous profession or connected with function.

Findlow (2011) claims that discussion around identity has shifted from the quality of academic output to ‘locating ‘academic’ in broader professionalism discourses where ‘professional’ is seen as a badge of autonomy…power to define collective business and control its boundaries’ (p117). Wood, Farmer, and Goodall (2016) explore challenges in professional identities, particularly those moving through spaces that ‘lack explicit value systems associated with status, authority, decision making and accountability (p230), finding that these challenges result in a ‘liminal state’ between identities. Work on identity across professional lines often describes the fluidity of identity in a positive, or at least neutral, phenomenon, using terms like ‘shape-shifting and ‘boundaryless’ (French, 2020). Archer (2008) concurs that academic identity is perpetually in process and development.

Nomenclature and Definitions

Croucher and Woelert, (2022) note the prevalence of the catch-all term ‘non-academic’ to refer to the majority of staff not in roles predominantly focused on research or teaching. Whilst noted, the deficit nature of this term: lumping such a diverse group of roles and functions into a homogeneous mass and defining them by the absence of scholarly activity, has not been fully explored in literature in relation to its potential impact on the staff members themselves.
Sebalj, Holbrook and Bourke (2012) did consider how nomenclature of university staff has impacted professional identity, both self-identity and the perceptions of others. They concluded that deficit-based terms such as non-academic were divisive and unpopular, and that nomenclature was strongly connected with occupational identity. Caldwell (2024) concurs, stating that the term ‘non-academic’ is still used across UK HEI despite the majority moving to terms such as ‘Professional’ or ‘Central’ services. Simpson and Fitzgerald (2014) agree, finding that any naming terminology implying that a role is less than another devalues the perception of contribution made to the institution. 
The UK’s Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) offers some classification, and universities are obliged to return data to them regularly on the make-up of their workforce. In 2012, HESA made a number of changes to naming conventions in staffing, including the creation of ‘Higher Education Professionals’ (Baltaru, 2019), reflecting the growing weight of the workforce in this area. However, the description of roles within the categories they still classify as ‘non-academic’ are vague, and diverse, including ‘skilled trades’. ‘machine operatives’ and ‘elementary occupations’ alongside the new ‘Professional’ without context or differentiating. The breadth of occupational function here, and the inclusion of these terms, would correlate with Whitchurch’s (2007) assertion that Third Spaces have associated with existing to meet the needs of others in a service role. While arguably this may be true to an extent of the purpose of all roles within an HEI, the notion of service to others is less connected with teaching and research roles, and less with traditional notions of leadership, scholarship and seniority. Given the increased consumerism model of UK HEI (Caldwell, 2024), arguably a role associated as being ‘in service’ to other staff or students has a further loss in perceived status and autonomy in comparison to the traditional academic stereotype. 

Research into Higher Education Third Spaces

Higher Education as a sector has been the focus of an increased breadth of literature in recent decades (Bentley and Graham, 2020). However, several commentators note the absence across the literature about Higher Education sectors of a focus on professional identity from professional, central, and dual-role staff (Smith et al, 2021;Blackmore et al, 2010). Whitchurch (2010) and Becher and Trowler (2001) all conclude that the breadth and diversity of staffing in HEI, and the complexity of their roles and activities has been under researched and understated across the literature. Studies describe ambiguity and mystery around the roles, and the self-perception of colleagues in the spaces (Graham, 2012; Regan et al, 2014). Veles, Graha and Ovaska (2023) concur, summarising those experiences of staff in Professional/Central and Third spaces in Higher Education is a topic both under-researched, and crucial to the development of institutions across the sector.
Despite research highlighting the need for professional development, support, and recognition (Sebalj et al, 2012) for Third Space professionals, the bulk of the literature concludes that Third Spaces remain relatively under recognised and invisible (Tight, 2004; Gray, 2015; Smith et al, 2021). Smith et al (2021) suggest that a consequence of the lack of investment in research and recognition in/of the Third Space is that it becomes something even more undefined and fluid. They expound that, as a result, Third Space colleagues’ authority is based in their relationships and specialist knowledge more than their job title. 
[bookmark: _Toc170034935]Chapter Three Methodology   

3.1	Research Design
The research design is rooted in Constructivism, taking an approach that acknowledges multiple truths constructed by individuals. Epistemologically, these truths need to be examined and interpreted in context, and the underlying meanings considered (Crotty, 1998). In considering methods that align with this interpretivist approach, elements of ethnography, action research and discourse analysis were considered, and led me to Portraiture as a method to inspire this research’s approach.
The context of this research is within my own practice, and Portraiture, drawing on the elements of ethnography, allows for that additional insight. I am also of the opinion that much of the literature into professional roles in Higher Education has a deficit focus on challenges, issues, and barriers and while the research design is Inductive and open to those themes, I felt it important to be mindful of a positive outcome. As a method, Lawrence-Lightfoot and Hoffman Davies (1997, p8) consider Portraiture positive in approach and impact. Given that the research is so closely aligned with my own role, it also made sense to make a virtue of the influence, insider perspective and possible bias, by reframing my thinking to consider it an advantage and path to richer data. Constructivism in general values subjectivity and the construction of new meaning (Schwandt, 2015), and particular value in the validity of everyday contexts (Chenitz and Swanson, 1986, p5).

3.2	Sampling
Initially, this purposive sampling stemmed from a pool of existing people known to me in my role, in my own Post-92 university. Six were selected for interview, which represented most of the suitable candidates in applicable roles in this small university according to my own criteria.
The criteria for ‘Third Space’ is acknowledged as diverse and fluid, with Whitchurch suggesting this broad list of criteria as defining: 
· general managers in faculties, schools and departments, and functional areas such as student services; 
· specialist professionals with accredited qualifications such as those in finance and human resources offices; 
· ‘niche’ specialists who have developed functions such as research management and quality audit specifically in a higher education context. (Whitchurch, 2008a)
There is no firm or accepted classification I could have used for excluding or including candidates for consideration, save my own evaluation of their role as representative of a Third Space position. This itself is indicative of the blurring, vague positioning, and hybrid nature of the roles, and not considered a disadvantage or unrepresentative here compared to similar small-scale studies. The concept of Third Space is intrinsically fluid and developing, but for the purposes of defining eligibility for inclusion in this research, Whitchurch’s (2008a) definition was adopted and refined below to outline my own parameters:
	Third Space roles considered in sampling for this research
	Excluded from consideration for this research, but acknowledged as aligning with some elements of the Third Space

	General management roles in Faculties and Departments.
Senior leaders on academic or professional contracts but excluding recognised titles (Dean, Reader etc)
	Junior and administrative roles in these departments
Directors, Deans, and academic managers in these Faculties.

	Specialist professionals with academically aligned qualifications based in development or project work
	Human Resources and Finance professionals without the policy or project function

	‘Niche’ specialist roles unique to the university working across curriculum development, quality function, research and management, with a specifically HE function.
	Research officers or those on seconded research contracts from academic roles.

(adapted from Whitchurch, 2008a.)



All colleagues approached agreed initially, but the sample size reduced to four final Conversations. Between ethical approval being granted and the plans to meet formalised, one colleague secured another role, and another was willing to participate, but the timescale for holding the conversation had to be rescheduled repeatedly for various reasons. The decision was made not to pressure them further to rearrange, as frequent contact may have felt coercive or added to unknown work stresses or wider pressure.

3.3	Research Questions, aims and objectives
Having identified the Third Spaces in my practice, and reading around the literature, I formed Research Questions. This open and Inductive approach, without a firm outcome or hypothesis in mind, allows unanticipated and new truths to emerge from the research, acknowledging the gaps in my knowledge can only lead to an imperfect research design. 
Objectives: To identify roles within the ‘Third Space’ at a specified post-92 Higher Education institution in order to examine the professional identities and self-perception of the individuals sampled in those roles.
· To explore the elements of professional self and unpick how these elements may have changed when moving to a Third Space role.
· To allow unanticipated truths or themes to emerge from the participant experience
· To inform and shape professional development, practice, and future research.
· To better understand the challenges within these roles, and form implications for colleagues’ professional status and self-worth
Maxwell (2019) in Costly and Fulton (2019) asserted that Professional Doctorates create research which is more likely to be practice-based, and by its nature iterative and reflexive methodologically. This is true of this research, which was initially inspired by questions formed from my own practice and aligns with Gibbons et al’s concept of ‘Mode Two Knowledge Production’ (Gibbons, 1994). This ‘Mode Two’ knowledge is created by examining practice-based phenomena, and they suggest more likely to be drawn from a range of approaches or methodological philosophies
The main aim of this research is to gain insight and understanding into the thoughts of Third Space professionals as they consider their roles, and their role in Higher Education. The examination of these themes aims to answer the follow research questions:
· How do ‘Third Space’ Higher education professionals perceive their own roles and their professional identity in Higher Education
· How do they see themselves professionally? Has this changed over time and what does that change relate to?
· How do they see the space they inhabit? What do they see as the challenges in that space?
· What do they think about others in the space (is there an element of us and them?)
· What next? Where do they see their role, their future, the future of their work? What influences that?

3.5 	Methods – semi structured Conversations interpreted into ‘Portraits’
Four participants were interviewed in a workplace setting, over a period of around three months in 2024. The interviews were structured more as Conversations between equals, guided by semi-structured formats (see Appendix 4 for some of my prompt sheet questions) and question guides based around the Research Questions above. The aim of the meeting was to create an environment that was more of a discourse as a non-hierarchical discussion, not an interview taking a questioning stance (Ellis and Berger, 2002). There are therefore referred to in this research as Conversations.
After each Conversation, a transcript and notes formed the basis of a reflective record, which in turn was used for the creation of the portraits. The majority of the portrait was drafted on the same day as the interview, to allow for accurate reflection, but it was then further edited, honed, and crafted through analysis.

3.6	Portraiture as a methodology – Evaluation and critique 

In 1983, Sara Lawrence Lightfoot designed Portraiture as a research method as a unique approach to social science inquiry, rooted in qualitative principles. Further defined and evaluated, based on over a decade of implementation (Lawrence-Lightfoot and Hoffman-Davies, 1997), she outlined the intention for scientific rigour and artistic expression to be balanced to ‘form an aesthetic whole’ (Hackmann, 2002, p51). Led by the values of phenomenology, portraiture shares many themes and goals with ethnography, aiming to establish meaning through the ‘painting’ of stories, which stand as ‘individual chronicles revealing recognisable themes and enabling patterns of experience to emerge’ (James, 2022, p457). Cope et al (2015) state that Portraiture can blend ‘aesthetics and empiricism, while drawing on narrative, case studies, phenomenology and ethnography’, allowing for a selection of the most apposite elements of each overlapping method in this research design.
Portraiture as a method is employed across Arts related subjects and areas more than those associated with the sciences and has a nascent emergence in Education and Educational Leadership studies, chiefly in the USA but increasingly in Australia, the UK, and Europe (James, 2022). Gaining increasing popularity, its appeal could lie in the qualitative methodology balanced with a belief that the science side of its make up is rigorous. English (2000) offers a fairly robust critique of the method, which is worth considering as evaluation of the method employed here. Chief amongst his concerns is the fact that the ‘omelette cannot be unmade’ (p21)– that the portrait, once written, is the only truth that any reader can access. The Portraitist’s interpretation of the interview or phenomenon, once condensed into a narrative, is the only or new ‘truth’ and subject to their own boas and creativity. Using the Conversations allows for an exploration of social worlds as they are constructed between us as ‘social actors’ (Harre, 2001), but the Portraits created are limited to one individual’s interpretation of the result.
Whilst there are claims that Portraiture provides a perfect balance for researchers between the arts and the sciences, there is some question in my research whether this can be claimed. Reliability and validity is established through replication, and whilst the method can to some extent be replicated, the flexibility of the questions and conversation and the context means that, like most qualitative methods, this is questionably a true replication. Certainly, in analysis and interpretation there is only reliability in the sense that I, as sole researcher, have brought my own acknowledged perceptions and biases to the task, but that also means that any secondary interpretation is impossible.


3.7	Researcher position
Whilst there is little diversity in my sample, which is however broadly representative of the pool of potential participants, it could also be argued that by using my voice as Portraitist there is an element of dictatorial or imperialistic oppression in the assumption that I can interpret, edit, and summarise the voices of participants. As English (2000, p23) asks: ‘By what right does the portraitist  create  and  impose  a centralized  narrative which centres and  marginalises a context and actors in my painting?’. There is little I can do to mitigate for my relative privilege and interpretation here, other than acknowledge it as a means for mindful reflection in the analysis.
Problems are presented with the situation of the Portraitist across the use of the method: Portraiture is clear in its intention to ‘see the whole…far enough away to depict patterns that actors in the setting may not notice because of their involvement’ (Lawrence-Lightfoot and Hoffman Davis, 1997, p87). Whilst this research aims to embrace this stance, for this, and perhaps all, Portraiture research there is a clear and unresolvable tension between being close enough to accurately decode and observe and detached enough not to influence and involve oneself. Certainly, for research close to my own role, in my own workplace, this tension cannot be avoided or mitigated to any significant degree. There is also a focus in the literature on Portraiture shedding light on phenomenon that adds a pressure: Cahnmann-Taylor et al (2009, p22) encourage those who engage in the methodology to ‘unveil universal truth and resonant stories that lie in the specifics and complexity of everyday’. Like Brooks (2017), my own research is too small-scale and too contextualised to claim an insight into universal truth, which may not even exist, but can aim to shine light on the stories of the participants. Research conducted as part of professional doctorates stemming from personal practice was found by Costley (2019) to offer authenticity ontologically, but questions around the researcher’s positionality. 

3.7	 Workplace research, ethics, and professional risk

Any subject conducted around professional position and confidence is likely to draw down data that is influenced by the respondent’s likelihood to be honest – even to themselves – about their professional doubts, flaws, and vulnerabilities. Knights and Clarke (2013) highlight this tension, further citing Humphries (2005) who suggests participants are reluctant to ‘expose their doubts, fears, and potential weakness’ (p852). Ethical approval was granted for the research and examined the issues around workplace risk in detail to plan to mitigate risk.

Ethical guidance from BERA (2018) outlined responsibility to participants and the wider communities of practice, which I considered also as a point of reflection prompting consideration over which voices were excluded from participation. The design of the Conversation was intended to draw from Cohen et al’s description of these interviews as human-focussed, where the Conversations result in data ‘generated between humans’ (2007, p409). This co-production of knowledge and questions (Karniele-Mille et al, 2009) is empowering, aiming to minimise the gap between researcher and subject. 

Participants were informed at the first point of contact of their rights to withdraw, to anonymity, the purpose of the research and where it would be share, in line with BERA (2018) guidance. The template for email contact and the text of the consent sheet used then and on the day of the Conversations is included in Appendix Two and Three. Participants all agreed to participate and confirmed they understood, the four that progressed to setting up of Conversations also had their ingoing consent and understanding checked. The risk that discussions could be professionally damaging was acknowledged in the application for ethical approval and mitigated by the anonymity of the portraits and the undertaking not to share or publish findings. There remains a risk that validity of the data is in question if participants choose not to take the risk of sharing negative or professionally risky themes, but that is their right and typical of any such research. 

Every care was taken to anonymise the details in the creation of the Portraits, and pseudonyms created for analysis. I have removed or changed identifying characteristics where they can be altered without influencing the spirit of the intention in the statement or the relevance of the information.


3.8	Analysis and Interpretation
English (2000) states that the issue with portraiture is less with the techniques used and more with a failure to interrogate the data gathered. Bearing this in mind, I adopted a thorough stance in evaluation of data and my own reflections to mitigate this risk.
The analysis of the conversations begins with a re-reading and editing of the portraits that were crafted immediately after the meetings. Reflecting on these, and on the transcripts and notes of conversations, and the Research Questions, allowed for summary themes to emerge. Analysis was not a process begun at the end of data gathering, but an immediate and in-context reflection deliberately adopted during the Conversations, in the creation of the Portraits, and in scrutiny of the notes and transcripts looking for themes. In portraiture, Lawrence-Lightfoot advocates this strategy, balancing the more systematic with the creative approach (1997) that is key to this methodology.
Adopting an open and inductive approach to the scrutiny for themes, and with such a small sample, I moved away from any existing frameworks for analysis and focused on recurring refrains, themes, and ideas from my own interpretive analysis. This open approach is common in similar HE-based studies (Grossi and Gurney, 2020; Yang et al, 2022) but it is acknowledged as vulnerable to the bias in interpretation already evaluated. Lawrence-Lightfoot and Hoffman Davis (1997, p243) describe this stage using the metaphor of a tapestry, seeing the threads of theme as threads woven through a complex illustration of the whole. 
Utilising a simple colour-coding technique to thematically group the body of the discussions, the extent to which I felt the discussion was weighted towards, or there was significant content emerging around, the key themes is outlined in Appendix A with my initial impression notes from first analysis. This table helped thematically organise some of the key elements of the various discussions, analysis then moved to working through the note and transcripts for quotes that stood out and aligned with these themes. The quotes were edited to best reflect my recollection and understanding of intention and any non-verbal pauses and cues, and a selection identified to shape the Discussion (Chapter 4). Further reflection and review of the data gathered, the initial Portraits, and the original Research Questions prompted repeated checking and refining of the themes to ensure I felt they illustrated the spirit of the participant’s Conversations. The longer quotes that were selected to form the basis of the Discussion in this paper were those that I felt were particularly significant, and non-verbal cues in those quotes illustrated to the best of my accuracy. Lawrence -Lightfoot (1997) considers the voice of the Portraitist as integral, and one that should be woven into the Portraits as a deliberate creative strategy. Balancing this and reflecting on bias may not be an exact science, but a mindful approach was consciously adopted throughout. 
During the open nature of the conversations, the research questions became superseded in analysis by new questions formed by the thematic summary of the data offered by the participants, which summarised into five themes, phrased as questions:
· Who are we?
· Where do we fit?
· Where do we go?
· How do others see us?
· What has changed, and what next?

These questions, and the Conversations, have some overlap in both intention and answers, with much of the Conversations circling around elements that arguably could fit across several of the above themes.   In order to make sure the nuances within the questions were able to be explored in equal depth, I have left the new questions/themes with some overlap and indicated where conversation veered between and across elements of all or both.
2
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4.1	The Portraits

The Setting: Villa University
A semi-urban, post-92 university on the smaller end of the spectrum, Villa University comprises three small campus sites across the edges of a UK city. Offering a diverse portfolio of undergraduate and post graduate degrees, its make-up is determined by its evolution over the years from the merging and development of college, arts school, and polytechnic. As a legacy of these changes, it offers some practical skills-based disciplines in health, sports, life sciences and also subjects with a healthy uptake from international students, such as business, law, and computing. A relatively young university with strong recent growth, it has a stalwart of long-serving staff combined with a young, newer early career workforce.
As we stage the Conversations it is, like all UK HEI, experiencing a drop in student numbers heavily influenced by change to student visa requirements, travel changes post-pandemic, a move to more digital and hybrid spaces and working, and a period of strategic and financial uncertainty. Combined with significant senior staff changes in the Conversation period, and the prospect and rumour of more to come, it is an unsettled period in the university’s history.


Portrait One : Siobhan’s story
Siobhan works in a mixed discipline team with some centralised function – slightly outside of the academic faculties. Her role was seconded in on a fixed term basis and a new role created during that time which aligned very closely with what she was doing, which she successfully won. In total she has been in the role for four years, around 18 months in the permanent position.
Siobhan joins the conversation in a flurry of activity, juggling bags, papers, water bottles and sundries. Initially based in a creative industries discipline, it is easy to imagine her still in that role from her colourful outfit and accessories. 
Siobhan immediately seems to understand the reason for the interest in Third Space, and is open about her feelings around her own position. The conversation quickly turns to her retaining an ‘academic’ status.
“I feel like there is some lip service paid to some people retaining the academic label but it’s if your face fits? Like…I’ve been in meetings, whole <dept.name> meetings and <Head of Dept> has said ‘and we have academics in the team like X and Y’. [leaving Siobhan out] And I’m just sat there thinking so what is it you think I am?”
When asked if she ever challenges that omission, Siobhan pulls a wry face. I follow up, asking what she thinks people do think she is? She shrugs: ‘non-academic’?
One thing noticeable about Siobhan is a creative and eye-catching style of dress. I compliment some statement jewellery she is wearing, which she laughs off as ‘typical arty lecturer isn’t it?’. I wondered whether it helped retain a sense of self, a connection to her former role, something which comes up frequently throughout the discussion.
We talk about her move post-secondment to a permanent ‘professional’ position. She seems happy with the move, talking positively about having time to develop new projects and work with a wider range of people than before. She misses the student contact, and worries about a research profile dwindling.
Discussions around challenges come up naturally throughout the conversation with Siobhan, though she comes across as generally positive. 
I don’t have a team of people for support or to draw on for that, even for admin support, compared to some in Departments with…where it’s more of a function. So what I can do and what I have to do myself compared to them, it’s limited.
Siobhan moved to her role in the later stages of the pandemic – she describes a period working from home in her new role as challenging in parts. Despite some difficulties being openly acknowledged, she is cautiously optimistic about the future, talking about the future of HE, the university and plans that indicate that she sees herself in role in times to come:
I’d like to do more, more research, more conferences again, when it all settles. I think that will make a lot of difference.

Portrait Two: Ruby’s Story

Ruby has been working in HE for around fifteen years, two at this institution, previously at two similar post-92 institutions of comparable size and portfolio. She moved to her position from a middle management faculty/teaching role and her role now is senior, non-teaching faculty-based management. To maintain anonymity, her role could be generalised as senior leadership with a focus on business or curriculum development, one which would require in-depth knowledge of curriculum and HE practice but is definitely a non-teaching, non-research management role. Whilst nominally based in a faculty, it is a centrally driven function reporting into very senior central management.
It takes some scheduling to find a conversation time with Ruby, who is visibly short of time and seems harassed, but keen to participate. We start by talking about her previous roles and how she arrived in the space
I don’t know if I can put a finger on…when my role changed because I was keeping a bit of that teaching load for so long? I think that’s the thing that changes it, when that goes.
Does she miss that teaching? “Not the marking! Yes and no. Retaining some is the ideal, isn’t it? And I feel that gives you that credibility when you’re telling other academics how things are going to be”
Of the four colleagues, Ruby seems the most unsure of her position in the university, relative to others. She describes several changes in line management, in focus, and a lack of clarity over how her work feeds into core strategy and planning. Conversation seems to steer back to the unsettling period the university finds itself in frequently. She talks about a steep learning curve in the pandemic at another setting, and settling into role post-Pandemic here, describing challenges around staying connected and understanding of culture.
We end our discussion talking about the future. As with the others, we spoke about whether Ruby’s role has changed post-pandemic. She thinks not, in any sense that may be relevant to this discussion – just more of a digital and hybrid focus. I ask her how she sees her role developing:
Honestly, I have no idea. No clue. I moved from an academic contract to this so there is no natural up. I’m kind of on a limb, my manager isn’t my next move, he’s unconnected. I wouldn’t do his job, or him mine. I don’t know. It’s maybe gone as far as it will go.
Ruby seems downbeat at the prospect, but she feels that it would be the same story at other HEI. We finish talking about which direction HE in general may move towards: Ruby is well informed and engaging on the subject, seeming more positive in generalisations about the sector than her own role.



Portrait Three: Martin’s Story
Martin is keen to talk to me, and happy to drive the conversation to a discussion around how his role has changed. A stalwart of the university for 20+ years, he has the air of a man who has ‘seen it all’. Martin could blend in with a group of lecturers, as was his original role, or with the colleagues with whom he frequently works on development projects in IT, Business Development and similar spaces. A middle-aged white man in business casual dress, his physical appearance does not stand out in any of the groups he confidently moves within. 
Martin is breezily unconcerned about the perceptions of others around his role:
I’ve been everything here, and I was here when we [Dept name] were called [Old Dept name], and before that we were something else. I’ve had desks in every building on campus and a few off [laughs]. 
We talk about the changes over the decades he has been in role, and the differences in how he feels it has been perceived over that time
When there was grant money I think perhaps people understood the move out [to another space, from lecturing] more, more people did that and did research contracts. Now, I dunno. We don’t see that, there’s no money.
We talk about what that feels like, the ‘not understanding’.
I just don’t think it matters? Like, I’d get the odd email that I think well, what is it you think I do? Because it’s an IT issue or something, I just pass it on. But really, I don’t think anyone much notices where you are.
Martin understands the Third Space notion but in our discussion conflates it with physical space, with frequent references to physical moves around campus sites, inter departments, between offices. The physical estate of the university seems to represent much of his professional identity and he seems content with the variance in title or role perhaps because of the shelter of the university and the part it plays in validation of his identity. He perhaps has a point: outside of HEI the diversity of roles are not understood enough for others to gauge much about ones identity so the association with the standing of the university must suffice.
Martin comes across as very confident – after all, this has been his stomping ground for decades. It strikes me that people know him so well, his changing role must be an afterthought at best. Does he feel this has held him back? He laughs at this suggestion:
Not at all! Everyone, I think everyone knows who I am and what I’m about. 
Throughout the discussion, Martin remains upbeat and confident about his role and place in the university. He clearly understands the structure well, and feels in no way isolated, disadvantaged, or othered by his several Third Space roles over his years of experience. He seems almost dismissive of the notion that any sense of ‘othering’ might occur, confident that he will continue to have a place in the university.



Portrait Four: Jan’s Story

Jan is a whirlwind, physically a small woman in her late 30s, she arrives in a flurry and speaks quickly and confidently about her role. As an academic, she was in a field that she says itself holds some challenges in academia when it comes to being taken seriously: fashion marketing and management. 
I feel like I’ve been fighting the same fight then too, it’s always the same. At this stage I don’t know if it’s that [the discipline/subject], or the woman thing, or moving into [Dept] or what. 
Jan moved to the institution eight years ago from a similar post-92, and moved part-time into a Third Space role under a secondment with a shorter fixed term She describes how she spent a year in that secondment before a more senior management role back in the Faculty, but still arguably Third Space aligned, opened, which she successfully applied for. Now three years into that role, she feels fully moved into the Third Space, but open about the almost accidental arrival there. Her role is perhaps the most borderline in the sense of being in the Third Space, as it has a more easily recognised title and position in the Faculty.
It was lucky, I wouldn’t have got the [current role] without the [secondment role] and I think that was on the basis of doing an EdD in it. 
We discuss that accidental arrival in the Third Space and her professional doctorate, which was awarded that year from a different university, but with research based in ours. 
I do feel that, I was in that zone anyway and so in both interviews I could speak to really relevant focus things, KPI, you know. I was in the right meetings, it was a definite help.
Whilst there is not an exact scale of comparison, Jan is probably the most senior of the four colleagues, and just the youngest and shortest time in-role. We discuss where she feels Third Space roles fit, and her position in in the university.
I’m probably here for good now, aren’t I, I’ll have spent more time here [than in a Faculty or student facing role]. 
I wonder if that confidence is because her role has moved into a Faculty base, so the path of progression is clearer? Where does she think her next move will be?
That’s the question! I’ve looked at [she describes a role in another university in a central teaching unit] or I push on with publishing from the EdD and look at a Reader role or something in that. I guess, it’ll be that one, the next one [job move] that decides.
Jan is confident that something will work out for her in the Third Space, or more central management, and doesn’t mention her previous academic posts much in the conversation about future plans – she clearly sees her future now in senior leadership. We speak around options outside HEI and her career moving into consulting or similar opportunities. She doesn’t mention going back to lecturing, or her subject research, or even a related sector unless it becomes a direct question. 

Portrait Five: The Researcher’s story
I have been in role at Villa University for five years, moving from a senior faculty position at a similar post-92 but much bigger institution, and before that in He in FE contexts. My role is based in a quality and teaching hybrid department, heading a team who support the professional development of academic colleagues and focused on project and policy work across the university. I would categorise my role as being firmly in the Third Space.
Since moving to this role I have had three job title changes, five line managers, worked across several small restructures, and seen similar patterns in other departments and through colleagues. My job is not what I expected it to be, and is increasingly shaped by the movement of the HEI itself and my own shaping of its function. I am therefore invested and interested into how this may impact my career, my development, and how the role I have found myself in can develop and thrive.




4.2	 Themes and Discussion
Who are we?
Smith et al (2021) found that Third Spaces struggled with seeing the impact of some of their work, or redefining what success in role looked like. On reflection, moving from an academic space where clear recruitment, achievement, and survey data measured success, the project-based or management work without those clear KPI and outcomes naturally must feel uncertain. Smith et al suggest that the ‘structure once relied on to identify mastery and intentionality is looser’ (2021, p517) and that Third Space colleagues without clarity around work expectations, priorities, or processes, experience increased stress (Pignata & Winefield, 2015). Ryttsberg and Geschwind (2017) concluded that academics moving into Third Space roles report on a freedom to shape those roles, but also a responsibility to perform staff ‘constantly have to prove themselves to be trustworthy.’ Bourdieu outlines the struggle of colleagues to ‘determine the conditions and the criteria of legitimate membership and hierarchy’ (1984, pp11), which is reflected in the Conversations around a lack of clear positionality, recognition, direction, and thresholds for success.
Smith et al (2021) describe Third Space professionals struggling to define their role, and a self-deprecation in tone when attempting the same. This was not a line of questioning I took overtly in the Conversations (I relatively briefly focused on asking people to describe what they did, or explain what their title was), which on reflection would have been an interesting element to have added. However, it did come up in more depth organically in Ruby’s Conversation, where she talked about her job title changing and the title itself
I always introduce myself in the university and say something about it being a ridiculous [job] title, it doesn’t really mean anything. I really don’t know what people think of it there, it sounds impressive. Even when I went for the job, I didn’t know. Ruby
It is interesting that the most confident in role, from my impressions, was Jan, and her role/title had moved to something widely recognised in terms of level and status. Again, the comparison is too vague and sample too small to make this conclusion, but further research into the role/title in Third Space may offer insights into its relationship with professional identity. Martin was personally very confident but seemed less articulate or open around what his role was, and meant, within the university and to him. Wenger (1998) believed that professional practice and identity relied on communities, and that movement into new groups was challenging to identity as it required the negotiation of one’s place in the new group, the rules and expectations. It makes sense, then, that Martin’s time in role would lead to confidence within the groups and communities he works across. Ruby and Siobhan appeared less confident, which could also be due to differences in their roles, and the groups they are required to work between. Martin’s role, which has evolved into more support-driven, has perhaps less pressure to meet external expectations than some others in the Third Spaces, illustrative of the disparity in the breadth of role function.
Croucher and Woelert (2022) used the term ‘non-academic workforce’ as a catch-all for roles outside traditional lecturing and research positions, and this deficit-aligned phrase has some resonance in the Conversations with Siobhan and Ruby in particular: they could almost have been more comfortable describing what they are not than what they consider themselves to be professionally. Interestingly, Martin’s insouciance around the concept and naming of his role may correspond with Sebalj, Holbrook and Bourke’s findings that HEI professionals of long standing had less issue with nomenclature than colleagues newer to universities (2009). They suggested that this was due to longer association with the way universities use titles differently to common meaning : ‘Administrator’, ‘Clerk’, ‘Secretary’ being examples of positions that could be very senior in HEI but associated with junior support roles in other sectors. Martin, with his long service in role and experience of such a variety of naming and titles, perhaps falls into this more relaxed approach, or agreeing with Hogan (2014) that such terms should be valued.

Where do we fit?

Jan, in particular, talks about a theme which would merit further analysis or research around where Third Space professionals feel they fit in an institution. She credited some of her move into the space to a research interest and professional doctorate in Higher Education (an EdD), which was her first doctorate. This made me consider the position of smaller Post-92 institutions as representing a unique position in the Third Space, as they tend to have a subject portfolio that is more sector-aligned and less expectation of a related doctorate. Tight (2012) found that post-92 institutions focus on vocational subjects, where academics were more likely to be recruited mid-career from those professions (social work, teaching, policing, and nursing as some typical examples). Later HESA data found that the levels of qualification across the sector have risen to around 50% overall (HESA, 2023) but despite some post-92 universities being responsible for a large increase individually, the post-92 part of the sector as a whole remains representative of a lower expectation around qualification levels for staff (Baker, 2018).It is possible, then, that the post-92 institutions are more likely to have staff without a PhD equivalent who then study at that level part-time and in-role, much more likely to be a subject conducive to a professionally linked doctorate. This aligns their professional profile more strongly with the Third Space roles, as their professional and academic expertise moves from a subject to the Third Space/HE as the subject. Colleagues in traditional academic roles with their doctoral qualification in place in their subject/discipline are more likely to be engaged in research related to that field, and less likely to undertake a second doctorate. Smaller post-92 universities, and the Third Space staff in them, then are perhaps much more likely to create colleagues whose specialism is the role itself.  Kehn (2015) suggests that most Third Space colleagues have no specific training for their roles, and so rely on problem-solving and relationship building, while Ryttberg and Gettschwind (2017, p335) state that a ‘Ph.D. qualification is a potential legitimising factor in interaction with academics’, suggesting an increase in scholarly activity in these roles would aid impact. Henkel (2010) suggested that academic identity was rooted in a discipline, it is perhaps the lack of a firm connection to that discipline that influenced confidence in Siobhan and Ruby. 
Again, Jan is open that the presence of already being in that Third Space through secondment, as opposed to a Faculty teaching or research position, allowed her an advantageous insight into the university that helped with her promotions and current position. All four of the interviews seemed to conclude that they were now in the Third Space for good, with varying degrees of positivity around that notion. Martin cited his relationships with staff as being a key influence on the success of his role and his personal sense of achievement, while Jan was open that she felt lucky to have been in the right places to see opportunities to advance. This is not always borne out in other studies – Whitchurch (2008, 2015) repeatedly found that Third Space staff felt excluded from decision making and that they had no authority to make changes. 

Grossi and Gurney (2020) suggest that professional identities in HE are always multiple and layered, and this research offers no point of comparison beyond the discussion in the conversations around how their role in the Third Space differed from previous roles. Much research into the Third Space includes the discussion of ‘organisational messiness’ (de Rond, 2003; Whitchurch, 2008) and that professionals who are more comfortable with this situation tend to fare better. Ruby’s Conversation was perhaps the one that expressed most clearly any sense of struggle with this situation, though it overlaps as a theme with the discussion around unclear progression, focus, and targets.
There’s definitely a thing, a rock and a hard place thing, sometimes when you’re trying to get something through. We’re accountable to so many people and not, too, and it does feel like pleasing nobody with some stuff that just has to be done. Ruby
What would have been interesting to explore in more depth is how the Third Space colleagues knew they were doing a good job, or not, as well as the broader discussions around aligning with university strategy. Siobhan brought up elements of her role which were driven from the centre:
The project based work will always come from strategy – it’ll be whatever the focus for development is that doesn’t fit in the bigger departments. So anything global might go to Global, but stuff on international teaching, or decolonisation, or whatever, that comes to someone outside those places like me. 
I ask how that works out?
It’s fine if it is allowed to go somewhere. Too often it’s there without a roll out implementation or much buy-in…if we don’t get very senior support, it is just another thing on a website or whatever.  Siobhan
Martin’s Conversation bore out Whitchurch’s findings (2009) that Third Space colleagues relied more on successful relationships than their job title, or people understanding their exact role. Martin outlined how he found people would come to him for help in a vast range of situations and took pride in the fact he knew so many people, and they knew him, at the university. Equally, though Martin himself was sanguine and seemed amused by the changes, the constant restructuring of the spaces in which his role sat, and its development over the years, is reflective of the changing Third Space. Whilst his account of roles, titles, and the changes would be too identifying to quote verbatim, he listed a stream of roles, departmental changes, Heads of Department, campus sites, and even changes to the university name itself over his time in role as evidence of having ‘seen it all’. Whitchurch (2008) found that Third Spaces were constantly subject to this revision and reorganisation, though admittedly not all that Martin listed were unique to his role/space, and Third Spaces constantly feeling unsure in their position and at risk.

Where do we go?
All of the Conversations, except Martin, contained some element of regret about having moved into a Third Space – or at least some worries – in relation to the potential impact on an academic career despite the sense of almost resignation to the fact they may have made a permanent move. Siobhan and Ruby mentioned their research profile and professional currency dropping, should they need to return to an academic role in their main subject.
I didn’t have much of a research profile anyway, I was teaching-focused, but I thought this job would mean I might have more time to publish, that was [talked about] at interview. That has never happened and without a WAM [pauses]. I think I’d struggle now in research terms (Ruby)
This theme recurred throughout the three discussions with women, with Martin being the outlier here. There is no way to make a gender-based assumption that male roles in the Third Space are less vulnerable to any disadvantage from this research, however this would reflect general patterns in all academic roles: women earn less than men even after controlling for the range of productivity covariates (Harris and Mate-Sanchez-Vale, 2022). HESA and Research Excellence Framework analysis of data confirms that whilst men are more research productive, controlling for grade there is no productivity gap (Harris and Mate-Sanchez-Vale, 2022). Across HE the gender and sex-based disparity in opportunity, promotion, student ratings, and expectations are well documented, as is the ‘leaky pipeline’ where the ratio women and women of colour in the hierarchy of academia (Hordosy and McClean, 2022). It is reasonable to suppose that women in Third Spaces in HEI are not immune to this global trend, arguably as Third Sector spaces are less defined they are even more vulnerable. None of the Conversations brought up gender or sex as a factor in their roles, but it would be interesting to explore whether women are more likely to move into these spaces because they are less likely to be recognised, given research time and opportunity, and promoted in their academic roles. Is the Third Space a way to move sideways into a new promotion stream if hampered in Faculty roles? 
It is possible that Martin is an anomaly in himself, having been so long in role and so well established in the university that he feels no concerns, or that he does not feel he is at a career-building stage in life so has fewer developmental concerns. There is no basis in this small-scale project for there to be any parity or comparability in the types of roles, save for their Third Space positioning, nor in the breadth of sex/age/period of time in role.  Any future research could take this into account but this methodology is too time-heavy and detailed to address such a necessarily large sample size. Bosquanet et al, 2016) suggest that a fluidity in approach here enabled the ‘diversity of academic and aspiring academic voices to be heard’ (pp892), which allows me to raise the questions, if not answer them, from these Conversations. Leathwood and Read (2009) also found that identity in HEI roles generally was fluid and shifted over time, so again generalisations on this being purely a Third Space phenomenon would be stretching too far.

The lack of clear progression routes in the Third Space, and the regret of having moved from a system that allows for automatic progressions (most academic contracts allow for the application to move to a higher level of recognition based on proof of achievement in role, professional contracts do not) to one where the only progression is through leaving the role, was a clear theme in the conversations. Siobhan and Ruby both noted the ambiguous progression opportunities in role, describing how their immediate seniors were not in roles to which they themselves could progress, should an opening arise, and there was no natural step up for them. Similar research (Smith et al, 2021) also found that created roles, or Third Space roles where the incumbent was first-in-role, also had struggles with both progression and status. Caldwell finds that there is a limitation of opportunity for all Professional Services staff to ‘start the process of self-authoring and positioning their identity outside that which has been allocated to them.’ (2024, p5), which resonates with the three Conversations with Siobahn, Ruby, and Jan in particular.
Further research into colleagues in Third Spaces who leave their roles, and where they go, is crucial: are they returning to academia disadvantaged, as they feared, job-hopping in other HEI to progress, or is the Third Space a stepping-stone to other sectors altogether, intentionally or otherwise?
Some cross-pollination between the theme of ‘How do others see us?’ and ‘where do we go?’ was clear in the analysis, with much of the discussion tracking forward and back between the two. Perception of role is clearly linked in the minds of the professionals with the opportunity to progress. Pedlar (2011) suggests that, consciously or otherwise, colleagues who are impacted by Imposter Phenomenon also undermine themselves professionally. Neuriter and Trat-Marrausch (2016) suggest that colleagues experiencing these feelings under-perform, disengage, or leave academia: perhaps only colleagues more immune to the sense of self-doubt like Martin can sustain his level of longevity in-post.

How do others see us?

Siobhan’s view on the ‘Third Space’ (standard explanation/context given by me at outset)
‘I think it depends on what day you ask me, what I’d say. I know what you mean, that sense of not being one thing or the other. Some days that’s the best place to be, others <pulls a face, negative noise>. I don’t know.’
All of the conversations evidenced an understanding of the ambiguity of the Third Space and their roles, all of which themselves were very distinct and almost unique. Whitchurch summarised similar findings, concluding that “’Third Space’ environments are not necessarily comfortable places for individuals to be” (Whitchurch, 2015, p. 84). In other research, Third Space staff expressed feelings of not fitting in professional or academic categories and lacking a clear identity (Whitchurch, 2015; Livingstone and Lang, 2022). 
Whilst Martin was confident that people knew who he was and seemed to have no doubts about their perception of him as a professional, other Conversations highlighted that this was not true for the others. Ruby summarised how she reacted:
I find when I’m presenting to academics, I bring in stories and anecdotes that make it clear I was once…I did their job. I’ll say ‘what I found when I was teaching…’ and things like that. I’m not a trainer.  Ruby
Ruby clearly felt that using anecdotes and examples from her previous practice as a lecturer gave her credibility when working with colleagues in academic roles and aligned her with them.
Siobhan tells how she was missed out repeatedly from being described as one of the ‘academics’ in a team, and Ruby aligns her own academic role experience with keeping credibility in her current position. This corresponds with the experiences given as examples in much of the literature, with interviewees in one study reporting being asked ‘why did you leave academia?’ and even difficult colleagues saying ‘If I had realised that you had a PhD, I wouldn't have been so rude to you” (Livingstone and Ling, 2022, p647). Whitchurch (2015) summarised this feeling as ‘not belonging’ and posited that relationships between Third Space and traditional academic staff were more transactional (2008) and tricky, with authority and credibility constantly being questioned. Henkel’s work (2010) would suggest that having moved away from the academic discipline with which they initially established themselves, the absence of another may lead to feelings of precarity and insecurity.
Perhaps unsurprisingly then, feelings of self-doubt and insecurity in one’s own abilities professionally – often summarised in the literature as Imposter Phenomenon – came up repeatedly in all three of the women’s interviews, but particularly for Ruby and Siobhan. This would reflect a general sex-based bias for Imposter Phenomenon, common across all HE (Parkman, 2016), but could equally be more driven by personality or the differences of time in role. Anderson (2016) claims that in HEI, Imposter Phenomenon is so commonplace that it is ubiquitous, and almost not worthy of comment, arguing that it is a common human reaction to professional or creative pressures.
Much of the discussion that I categorised in analysis as ‘how do others see us?’ was referring to interactions with colleagues across the university, but there was repeated mention in Martin and Siobhan’s accounts of success of how their role may be perceived by the university. This was more vague in discussion, but alluded to during examples given by both of projects that went nowhere or failed to have much impact. Whitchurch and Law (2010) found that Third Space professionals were evaluated by their function more than their voices in UK HEI, which implies that being involved in small scale, unsuccessful or centrally abandoned projects could lead to further feelings of precarity in role.
There was some overlap in discussion here with the question of ‘what next?’, which itself veered between what is next for the sector, the actual HEI, and the participant themselves. Jan had completed an EdD herself related to her own practice and is involved in networks and initiatives across the university that would be considered personal and professional development. Sioban spoke of concerns around having time to research, publish, or make time for the kind of scholarly activity that may be visible to others, Ruby had similar concerns about the time to engage. Martin already felt confident digitally and as the oldest of the four participants with a long time at a similar level may not feel either vulnerable or as ambitious as an early career colleague looking to establish themselves. What is clear from all the Conversations and the literature is that there is a vast breadth of roles in the Third Space, with expectations, levels, norms, and responsibilities differing within role and across HEIs. It follows that someone who struggles to define themselves in role, and their function, or for whom levels of success are unclear, could struggle to identify opportunities for professional development. Ruby and Siobhan spoke of having line managers unconnected with their role, who may also struggle to identify support, training, and developmental needs for the ambiguity of the roles. Without a set framework for development and promotion, as with academic roles, and the security of recognised roles and function, it rings true that development, mentorship, and targeted support could be lacking. 
Distinct from the feelings of inadequacy are feelings of frustration and isolation (Whitchurch, 2008), which came out more from Ruby, Siobhan, and to an extent Martin. It was hard to distinguish Martin’s experiences in the Third Space from the impact of having been in his role for so long, which may lead to an inevitable cynicism around its efficacy evident in parts of his Conversation:
I think now...I’ve seen it all and I’ve seen it go nowhere. Every few years, every so often, there will be a new thing, initiative or restructure or money for whatever. And it’ll be a working committee and they start all enthusiastic and I’ll tell you how many I’ve seen come to anything… Martin
Martin’s conversation seemed to reflect more frustration with the wider university, or the sector, than being in a liminal space professionally himself, and he was more resigned and amused than challenged by the examples he gave. Ruby and Siobhan’s Conversations both had more of an air of being disheartened and demoralised by similar situations. 

What has changed – and what next?

Some of the discussion around changes overlapped with discussion on role, on challenges, and on self. However, the timing of the Conversations was undoubtedly impacted by the likelihood of a General Election in the coming year, changes to UK Student Visas causing sector upheaval, and the university itself announcing its response to financial pressure, which included some voluntary redundancies. At the time of the Conversations, much of this was unconfirmed or in early stages, but with the sector-wide redundancies, financial pressures, and having come from a period of heavy strikes in the previous academic year, it was likely that the picture across Higher Education seemed bleak.
Jan’s Conversation was perhaps the most positive in this area, but as the youngest and most senior she was perhaps better placed to be confident in a positive career trajectory despite the pressures. She openly spoke about considering other roles but without any sense of urgency, and saw post-Covid changes as positive for those with families or home commitments:
I’m actually, I have been doing some work for [Government body], I’ve been looking at those jobs [referred to earlier in Conversation]. I couldn’t have done either if we hadn’t been hybrid, I’d have found the commute impossible. Jan
Jan seemed to think that the breadth of roles available in the Third Spaces would mean that there would always be something suitable available for her to move to. Ruby and Siobhan were less positive, both expressing concern about having made the wrong choice in moving to a non teaching-focused role. Ruby mentioned the absence of a WAM – the workload allocation system that divides an academic year into time ring-fenced to teaching, research and other activities – as a negative, suggesting that the ambiguity and lack of clarity in Third Spaces has a negative impact on scholarly activity. Livingstone and Ling (2022) found that Third Space interviewees believed ‘When you move centrally you do not have your [academic] discipline’, so it is perhaps logical that Third Space individuals move to making themselves part of a new academic discipline. French (2020) develops Butler’s theory that those working in HEI are constantly undertaking ‘construction and presentation of professional selves’ (1990, p145) suggesting that it is through scholarly output, writing and research, that these identities are formed. Having moved away from a space where this output is expected and supported to a more ambiguous notion of its necessity and relevance must further challenge the building of identity. 
Much of the literature around the future of HE is relevant to many Third Space roles, but it is true that the majority of HEI have recently experienced job losses, recruitment and promotion freezes, and restructures, with professional services in general being hard hit (Hordosy and McLean, 2022). It is unsurprising then that most of the Conversations touched on these challenges. Again, Martin was the most confident in this area and his role aligns with one that has been highly valued in the move to more digital spaces. Siobhan and Ruby both spoke more deeply about challenges in this time around digital working, both the feelings of connection and the skills themselves. During the pandemic and now in the future, digital skills and student support and engagement roles will continue to be highly valued, which is likely to impact security and identity in Third Spaces. None of the Conversations included staff who are significantly connected with student services, in fact Ruby and Siobhan both commented that they missed that contact and impact. Given the lack of comparability and sample size it would be a stretch to say that this impacts their notion of security and value in role, but it is certainly a notable correlation that Martin and Jan are both more confident in role and in the future and have Third Space roles most connected of the four with Digital and Student spaces respectively. This correlates with Boyer’s (1994) seminal theory that scholarship, and therefore a secure sense of academic self, is intrinsically bound with teaching as an activity. It may also support Whitchurch’s more recent emerging discussion that people who find themselves in a Third Space find it more challenging than people who deliberately choose that role, the latter she suggests we start to consider as Third Space professionals (Whitchurch, 2022).
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Conclusion and Evaluation:
Given the limitations of such a small-scale study, and one deliverable rooted in personal practice, it is impossible to make generalisations based on this research. However, it is possible, and has been outlined in Chapter 4 in depth, where the findings of this sample align with the broader literature in the field. It is clear from reflection on those findings that the participants in this research feel similarly to many others: that across Higher Education there is an increasing feeling of precarity, insecurity, and unhappiness in role. What is less easy to establish is how much of this phenomenon is influenced by the swingeing global and local changes and upheaval in HEI, financial pressures both in sector and nationally, and the compounding nature of those pressures over decades of change.  This research also failed to establish any clear data around recent changes in Third Space identity for the same reason: having expected discussion around post-pandemic changes in their roles, I found instead that this discussion was too general around digital, hybrid working, and financial change to be attributed to any position in the Third Space having influence. Given Dennis’ (2022) prediction of ‘Forever Changes’ within HE (the shift to focus on consumer choice and student wellbeing), it is also worth noting that none of the roles engaging in these Conversations have their main function in either area – though all contribute to outcomes in both. Greater insight from a broader pool of participants would add depth here.
Recommendations:
More research is needed into Third Space identity in order to form a more contemporary picture of the workforce. This is itself challenging, as roles in the Third Space are often hybrid and ill-defined., which was the case here. I believe there is a further challenge when considering the duality of identity in that much of the literature has not distinguished between those who work in a Third Space and those who have moved into a Third Space, either temporarily or permanently. It seems there is more to say here on the loss of an original academic identity and the development of a new one. Whitchurch’s recent work (2022) suggested that more work needed to be done to distinguish between the groups of people working in what is becoming a vast Third Space, and I concur. The distinction between the narratives in this study around happiness in role, identification with the Third Space, and feelings of confidence in the future would also suggest more work is needed to investigate why people move to the Third Space, how, and why they leave.

What was also clear from the research is that a loss of ‘scholarly’ activity was felt to be an indicator in secure academic identity, and feelings around how one is perceived by others. A recommendation from this research is that universities consider supporting those in the Third Space with a more structured framework for professional development, such as an EdD, Fellowship opportunities, or leadership coaching. Developing a new academic identity appears to be strongly linked with professional confidence and security. It was also clear that the participants struggled to make time for these activities, and for the research or scholarly activities they had envisioned doing in role. Whilst this is by no means restricted to Third Space and reflected across HEI as a complaint, the absence of clarity in role and a means to ring-fence time for these activities on professional, as opposed to academic, contracts should be reviewed.
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Appendix 1

	
	Siobhan
	Ruby
	Martin
	Jan

	· How do ‘Third Space’ Higher education professionals perceive their own roles and their professional identity in Higher Education?


	
Significant discussion
Clear understanding of role
Professional confidence med-low
Split identity with the arts/academic.

	
Doubt over role, clear understanding of Third Space (TS).
Professional Confidence Med, or Med-Low
	
Very confident.
Not 100% sure the implications of TS for others are fully considered. Doesn’t feel affected.
Very embedded in HE/this setting.
	
Positive around identity, retains academic self if not activity
Misses teaching/wants to do more teaching.
Network presentations, webinars.
HE career, clearly ambitious. Home factors mean less likely to move soon?

	· How do they see themselves professionally? Has this changed over time and what does that change relate to?

	
Concerns around having to return to the original role if needed.
Changes in rhythm compared to academic role – leave, patterns on campus, no marking. No clear start/finish to the year.
	
Speaks of academic self only/mostly in the past.

Credibility connected with research and teaching.

New in role, struggled in previous role during lockdown. Confidence knocked?

	
Long career for comparison. 
Doesn’t feel much has changed in that time.
Focus on operational change  - digital – and consistency of approach in organisation.
	
Most senior – recognised position. More autonomy. More visibility – talks about being in the room.

Confident in career options

	· How do they see the space they inhabit? What do they see as the challenges in that space?

	
Being taken seriously/academic identity changed.
No team, no resource. Isolated and limitations over how much she can achieve ‘alone’
Was challenged in Covid to connect with others. Some challenges around new digital tools/expectations.
	
Have I made a mistake in career?

Losing last bit of teaching connected with losing identity?

	
Minimal discussion around challenges relating to the TS. 

Confident digitally, working with those teams in more detail – does this feel safer? Coincidence with pandemic move meaning these skills more valued.
	
Positive but definitely thinking about options and next move.

	· What do they think about others in the space (is there an element of us and them?)

	
Speaks around line management and unclear roles with other TS colleagues.
	
No others in comparable role. Possibly isolating.
How do they know if doing well?
Where to go/who to consult with.
	
Minimal discussion here/missed – not really addressed.
	
Has more of a definite structure and role comparison, clearer progression and other colleagues. Clearer understanding of success?

	· What next? Where do they see their role, their future, the future of their work? What influences that?

	
Unclear, possible return to teaching and subject. Seems doubtful about options but mixed in with general redundancy worries.
	
Not confident in the future security in the TS – speaks of job insecurity compared to other roles.
Has clearly thought about precarity.
Might move outside sector
Gone as far as it can quotes.
	
Role within institution staying
Laughs about another restructure or rebranding
What will new senior staff do?
Does not seem very invested in retraining or skilling – his skills are in demand but this changes – what would be next if that changes?
	
Has clearly considered options if this role is risky but confident they are a move up/out.













Appendix 2  Participant letter text example (email)

Subject line: Invitation to participate in EdD research
Dear <name>
I am writing to request that you consider being part of a research project I am conducting as part of my professional doctorate, an EdD based at University of Wales Trinity St Davids (UWTSD). 
The topic I am researching is the professional identity of colleagues in the Third Space in UK Higher Education. Third Space roles are those positions usually within Professional Services that are engaged in work that informs academic function such as project based, quality enhancement, and some student support roles. There is not an exact accepted criteria for Third Space roles, but for this research I have developed a framework of parameters that makes your role eligible for inclusion.
This is research that is drawn from my own practice, and I plan to conduct a series of Conversations with colleagues who, like me, are in roles that could be defined as Third Spaces, with the aim of better understanding how we form our professional identity in those roles. The Conversations will be recorded, transcribed, and used to form Pen Portraits, as part of a Portraiture methodology. Those Portraits, and quotes from the Conversations between us, will be used to discuss the literature around Third Spaces and any new ideas we may generate between us in Conversation.
I have attached a Consent form which outlines how all of your data will be anonymised, destroyed, and your rights as a participant, including the right to withdraw consent at any time. If you would like to participate in the research, I would be grateful if you would reply to this email to arrange a time for a Conversation about your role. I will take that reply as initial consent to participate and we will confirm ongoing consent and the understanding of your rights with you before we start our discussion. 
Should you wish to discuss any part of this research process with me, I am happy to have a conversation about your rights and participation without implied consent, my contact details are below. 
You can also contact my module leader for this research at UWTSD to clarify any details:  
	Dr Catherine Morgan
Module Lead
	c.morgan@uwtsd.ac.uk 



Thank you for considering participation, I look forward to discussing this further with you at your convenience.
Warm regards,

Laura
<contact details in signature>





Appendix 3 – Consent form information
Investigating professional identity in the Third Space: a Portraiture approach
Researcher: Laura West-Burnham
Consent statement
Please read the following information and indicate via the return of the email requesting your participation, that you understand and consent to its contents. Should you want to clarify or question any part of the following statements, contact information is on that email. We will discuss your rights in the research, the purpose of the research, and the statements below on the day of our Conversation to make sure you are still happy that you fully understand.
I can confirm that I have discussed the proposed research into Third Spaces with Laura West-Burnham as sole researcher. I understand that this will form part of her EdD as a module awarded by University of Wales Trinity St Davids (UWTSD Swansea).
I understand that participation in this project means that a transcript of an interview between me and Laura West-Burnham will be used to create a pen-portrait as a case study of my professional role and my thoughts on professional identity. Analysis and reflection on this data will form a final research project to be submitted to UWTSD. 
I understand that my participation in this research is confidential, and that the transcript and pen portrait will be anonymised. Any data in the transcript of the interviews with identifying data will be removed and anonymised before analysis and eventual submission to UWTSD. Electronic copies will be saved for the purposes of analysis once anonymised then deleted.
I have had opportunities to ask Laura West-Burnham any questions about participation and the research and I fully understand that my participation is voluntary. I understand that I can stop participating and withdraw myself and my data at any time, without explanation and for any reason. 
I understand that the eventual project will be submitted electronically to UWTSD and only anonymised data will be used. Any transcripts, recordings, notes and other data around the Conversations will be safely deleted or destroyed at this point. The project is not intended for publication or otherwise sharing outside the purpose of completing this module.





Appendix Four
Indicative research questions for Conversations
Can you describe your role? What is your title? Where does that sit? (follow up with questioning any changes)
How do you find it?
Who else do you tend to work with? (follow up with questions on external stakeholders if needed). If names then clarify which dept.
When did you move to that role? (follow up what did you do before/ when/ where/why move if appropriate)
What made you apply to it? What appealed about it?
What kind of thing do you do in your role? What does a typical day look like to you? Does that change? What else? What influences change? (follow up how do you work, where do you work, who do you work with)
Tell me about the kind of thing you’ve been working on. Follow up questions – if they are finished projects ask how they went, were they successful, how do they know
Where does work come from in your role? How do you know what’s important and what should be a focus? 
What do you count as a successful day/project/week/ - change depending
How do you know when something goes well? Do you get feedback? Do you get data?
What do you think is next for your role/department? What might you do? What do you need to do to get there? What options are there?



