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Project Summary
Precarious work is widespread in neoliberal capitalism, characterised by market-led workplace policies that prioritise capital's interests over labour. Thus, from the perspective of workers, this means poorer working conditions, characterised by intensification or deskilling, and more insecure employment relations, characterised by legal arrangements such as zero-hour contracts (Lazzarato, 2009; Vosko, 2010). However, work precarity can also be associated with a precarization of non-work life, or existential precarity (Butler, 2004), where workers’ lives are disproportionately more vulnerable because of their lack of work stability, reduced socio-economic mobility and increased socio-economic inequalities. While there is extensive work on various dimensions of precarious work (e.g. Alberti et al., 2018; Peticca-Harris, 2025), more research is needed to better understand the different dynamics of relational precarious work (e.g. that which involves a deep and affective interaction with other humans, such as nursing, care work, education etc.) and non-relational precarious work (e.g. platform work, art-based work etc) and how they relate to non-work life. Relational precarious work is disproportionately conducted by racialised women, and is related to forms of gender and race performativities. Non-relational precarious work may also be related to forms of gender and race performativities (e.g. some types of platform work such as delivery driving might be associated with mainstream masculine norms) (Sarwer et al., 2026).
Theoretically, the project would engage with critical theories such as poststructuralism or posthumanism, feminist theories such as feminist new materialism or social-reproduction theory.
Project Aim
We welcome PhD applications from candidates wishing to explore precarious relational work through deep and rich qualitative analysis in a particular industry (e.g., healthcare, childcare or education) or candidate who wish to explore precarious relational work in comparison with precarious non-relational work. We also seek proposals that focus on projects that aim to understand the gender and race dimensions of precarious work. Possibly, this could involve exploring more specifically: a/ dynamics of power and resistance, b/ identity construction, and c/ dynamics of meaningfulness and meaninglessness.
Methodology
In terms of methodology, we would welcome deep and rich qualitative analysis in a particular industry (e.g., healthcare, childcare and education) or a deep multi-site study (e.g. in a relational context and in a non-relational context), ideally conducted through ethnographic fieldwork. We could also consider semi-structured interviews.
Enquiries
For academic queries, please contact charles.barthold@open.ac.uk For administrative queries, please contact Graduate-School@open.ac.uk or telephone +44 (0) 1908 653806 (Mon-Fri 09:00 – 16:30)
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