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RESEARCH ASSESSMENTS

Hege K. Andreassen

Higher education institutions are assessed on international ranking lists and by
designated national bodies overseeing the outcomes and content of their research
and education programmes. On the individual level, employees present their CVs
and previous work achievements to hiring committees when applying for work,
and continue to be assessed by publications, funding, collaborations and teaching
performance throughout their career. Students are assessed by exams and other
performances that are graded by representatives of their disciplinary community.

Over recent decades, the procedures for assessing research outcomes have
become increasingly standardised. Typical measures currently deployed across all
academic disciplines are the number of publications, the ranking of a researcher’s or
research community’s preferred journals and publishers, and the amount of external
research funding they receive. The over-arching development is that such easily
quantifiable measures are collected more and more often and given more weight in
internal selection and ranking processes, thus underpinning status hierarchies in
academia. The development can be explained in relation to neoliberal trends and
new public management regimes in higher education institutions." These changes
are contested and debated in the academic community.

Whilst the procedures of assessing higher education institutions, employees and
students are often presented and perceived as objective measures of quality, and
thus neutral to human diversity, this is never the case. There is no such thing as a
neutral assessment tool. Rather, as the purpose of all forms of evaluations is to
distinguish between individuals, groups and organisations, it is unavoidable that
they relate to structures of hierarchical difference. In a vivid and constantly devel-
oping academic community there will always exist parallel interpretations of what
research is and how it best can be practised. Nevertheless, contemporary assessment
tools seem to favour some research practices and understandings over others. When
discussing assessment in higher education from a gender perspective, there is one
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aspect that stands out as particularly problematic: empirical research indicates that
contemporary standardised assessment tools in higher education far from comprise
the “one size fits all” system they are sometimes presented to be.? On the contrary,
current assessment regimes have been accused of strengthening more than chal-
lenging gendered power structures where men and men’s work gain higher status
than women’s. In this chapter, I will discuss these conditions and show how the
explanations are complex and multi-layered. My normative point of departure is to
support academic organisations who want to succeed with gender balance.

Assessments, bureaucracy and autonomy: Arguments
and intentions

In the daily practice of higher education institutions, as well as in the research literature
on gender and organisations, several, and sometimes conflicting, perspectives on the
relation between assessment mechanisms and gender exist in parallel. When aiming to
understand the paradoxes and dilemmas of assessment in higher education, it can be
useful to distinguish arguments along (at least) two dimensions: their concern with
micro vs macro benefits; and how their logic relates to the tension between liberalist vs
(post)structuralist approaches.

Disparity micro-macro benefits

A paradox facing all who are concerned with the discussion of assessment in aca-
demia is that assessment tools can act as unjust disciplining mechanisms for indivi-
duals, whilst at the same time perform the internal symbolic power needed to
create a much-wanted autonomy for higher education institutions on a societal
level. With a reference to Foucault’s governmentality concept,” Raaper discusses
student assessments and underlines how assessments are always technologies of
government.® She elaborates on the role of assessments in contemporary uni-
versities as opposed to previous eras and concludes that “power affecting academics
in a new type of university is fluid and difficult to track”. She further underlines
that “this seems to be especially characteristic of neoliberalism and its technologies
that encourage people to govern themselves”.> Raaper’s study is an example of an
empirical analysis that centres around self-governing individuals and draws our
attention to power asymmetries and the disciplining of individual subjects on a
micro level. Such an angle of analysis can be used to underline the element of
domination between the assessor and the assessed.

However, when we move our discussion of assessment procedures from the
individual to an organisational or societal level, the concept of self-evaluation also
holds other connotations and appears in another discourse, namely that of higher
education and research autonomy. A good example of an empirical analysis where this
perspective is displayed is Bourdieu’s field analysis of higher education.® In his con-
ceptual framework, the degree of a field’s autonomy (in our case: higher education) is
dependent on “the capacity it has gained, in the course of its development, to insulate
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itself from external influences and to uphold its own criteria of evaluation over and

against those of neighbouring or intruding fields”.”

On a societal level, internal pro-
cedures of assessing research are linked to questions of legitimating the existence and
status of traditional universities and other kinds of research institutes in the meeting
with other fields like politics, religion or state economics. The topic of higher educa-
tion institutions’ autonomy is thus unavoidable when discussing assessments. An
important point in the critique of contemporary changes in assessment mechanisms is
that the changes go in the direction of a less independent sector, more and more
governed from a capitalist logic of economic gain. Thus, in contemporary adminis-
tration operating from neoliberal ideals, the challenge of higher education autonomy
from the neighbouring fields of innovation and economics seems especially relevant.
Sticking to Bourdieu’s vocabulary, we can say that the field of higher education needs
to stand strong against these other fields, and to do so, the internal quality definitions
of the field need to appear consistent. In the discourse on gender equality, this logic is
challenging, as from such a point of departure, heteronormativity could be said to
challenge autonomy. Without venturing further into the theoretical debates on the
applicability of Bourdieu and field theory to feminist analysis, the point to make here is
that the perspective of assessments as guardians of field autonomy exists in con-
temporary debate, and this is a challenge when working with standards for inclusion
and equality. Facing this paradox is a lived experience for researchers and other higher
education employees aiming for assessment tools and procedures that can support and
carry an equal and diverse academia.

Liberalist vs (post)structuralist approaches

Assessments are bureaucratic procedures foundational to all formal organisations in
contemporary society, including higher education. In the feminist theory of gender and
organisation, the critique of bureaucratic rationality and power has long since become a
core topic. This critique is also relevant to a discussion on assessment systems. As shown
by Halford,® feminist analysis of bureaucracy is divided. In short, we can say that fem-
inists taking a liberalist stance tend to underline the potential of bureaucratic values of
neutrality and objectivity to pave the way for less gender bias and thus more equal
opportunities for men and women, whilst analysis from a structural and post-structural
approach are used to highlight how gendered structures and discourses already under-
pin the very idea of bureaucracy and that this organisational culture can therefore be
labelled as male power and tends to favour men and typical masculine behaviours over
women and typical feminine behaviours. For our discussion of assessment tools, this is
interesting. As these tools are part of bureaucratic organisational culture, they too can be
discussed along the same lines: as potential neutralisers of gender bias; as procedures
mirroring and reinforcing existing gendered power structures and patriarchy; or as
technologies of governance. In fact, the tensions between these different perspectives
can explain many of the controversies concerning assessment procedures. In the fol-
lowing, I will look at assessment practices from a performative perspective, i.e., look
into their practical consequences instead of the intentions behind them.
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Current assessment regimes and gender: Practical consequences

Gender and assessment of research outcomes

In discussions of research assessment, a concern is often expressed that measuring
the “number of publications” amongst academics is in turn transferring the power
to define academic quality to the business-led journal industry, where academic
texts are published. As part of their marketing strategy, some of the main pub-
lishing houses have developed so-called impact factors for their journals, to indi-
cate the average number of readers of their articles. Originally, these impact
factors were developed to encourage libraries and other interested buyers of
journals to purchase them. Once in place, however, they ended up doing much
more. Individual researchers and research communities soon started look to the
impact factors to decide where to publish, to such an extent that publishing in
high-impact journals can now be considered a central feature in the construction
of the “ideal academic™.’

The opposition to transferring the power to define what should count as high-
quality research away from academic disciplinary communities and over to com-
mercially funded journals and publishing houses has been formulated in various
ways. The DORA declaration (the San Francisco Declaration on Research Assess-
ment) is one expression of this opposition that has gained much attention and
support world-wide, as well as across disciplines. The declaration formulates a series
of recommendations of practices in research assessment to avoid the journal impact
factors becoming surrogate measures of the quality of individual research articles
and individual scientists’ contributions and thereby applied in hiring, promotion or
funding decisions.'” On their web page we can read that, to date, they have 17,930
individual and 2297 organisational signatures.'' In Norway, the declaration has
been signed by the national research council and the universities. As a joint agree-
ment of opposing the business models of contemporary academic publishing, the
DORA declaration is indeed interesting, and its value can be said to speak for itself
in that it unites so many academics and academic organisations. We could ask,
however, if the alternatives listed are detailed enough when they do not cause
more controversy. Examples of recommendations listed in the declaration are “shift
towards assessment on the scientific content of an article rather than publication
metrics”, “consider the value of all research outputs (including datasets and soft-
ware) in addition to research publications and consider a broad range of impact
measures including qualitative indicators of research impact, such as influence on
policy and practice”.'?

The challenge is that assessing, i.e., “research impact and influence on policy and
practice” is not straightforward either. Whilst some research outputs are surely
applicable to practice at once, this is not the case, or even the goal, for all academic
projects. Furthermore, the problem is not only the actual measures but that there is
a desire to develop general standards in the first place. In her study of women
academics, Lund finds that whilst the contemporary standardised ideals of
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publishing are difficult for anyone to live up to, they are nevertheless difficult in
different ways for men and women."” This is related to the gendered division of
labour, where women more often than men combine research activities with heavy
teaching loads and care for young children. Morley also highlights assessment
shortcomings considering the gendered division of labour.'* She describes how
women in the British academic sector are well represented as reviewers and man-
agers of teaching quality but are under-represented both as producers and reviewers
of research quality."

In a discussion of gender balance and assessment, it is key to understand that all
assessment measures will favour some projects, methods, and disciplines over
others. The work needed to achieve any standard, whether that be a publication
index or a proof of impact, will not be the same for all. Working towards standard
assessment measures will necessarily affect different gendered disciplinary commu-
nities and gendered individuals in different ways. One way to oppose unjust gen-
dered power structures in academia is to oppose the neoliberal discourse where the
use of standards for assessment is a core element, and where the number of pub-
lications is the main indicator when calculating the distribution of state funds to the
various higher education institutions. Indeed, the critique of neoliberal academia is
firm and constantly growing.'®

Nevertheless, whilst it is crucial to formulate and lead this opposition on a dis-
cursive level, individual academics doing their practical day-to-day academic work
need to relate to the system that is currently playing out. Moving yourself too far
away from “the ideal academic” could render you invisible and leave you without
a voice to formulate your critique. Furthermore, publishing is a necessary core
activity in research, and the texts we produce should indeed be assessed, only in
addition to and not as a supplement for all other research outcomes. What we
should work for, in practice, is to display and include more of our research work
into the presentations we do of ourselves. Instead of only listing the finalised peer-
reviewed publications, we should start to display the complex work leading up to
the publications as well. Protocols, datasets, questionnaires and interview guides,
presentations of preliminary analysis, and not least, all the dissemination work such
as producing textbooks and other teaching material, mass or social media posts, and
participation in disciplinary and policy discussions are examples of other research
outputs. In the current Norwegian system, none of these “products” will give your
institution any publication points and thus they cannot be linked directly to state
income either, which is, of course, why the administration is not ordered to count
them. Nevertheless, this should not hinder academics themselves from sharing and
displaying more parts of their work to promote a culture change away from metric
assessments alone. A personal strategy worth mentioning in this context is that of
Princeton professor Haushofer, who proudly published his “CV of failures” back in
2016, listing the degree programmes he had not been admitted to and the positions
he had applied for but never received.'” His refusal to stick to the success criteria of
“normal” CVs and decision to instead tell the story of all the hard work and fail-
ures experienced in academic careers is thought provoking, and the critique
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implicit in this move is highly relevant for a discussion of inclusion and equality in
higher education institutions.

Gender and assessment of candidates for higher education employment

Based on the ongoing academic discussions and the empirical examples given, it
seems clear that the one-sided emphasis on journal publications is no passable road
if gender balance is the goal. When assessing individual academics for employment
in the higher education sector, as in any other sector, the employer aims to predict
the candidate’s potential for future contributions based in their previous achieve-
ments. There are no guarantees in recruitment work; one can only aim to use the
best evaluation procedures available. Unfortunately, from a gender perspective,
historically, many of the procedures used have turned out better for men than for
women.'® By targeting recruitment procedures in gender equality work, the aim is
to punctuate the often-repeated myth that “we only end up with men because
there are no women candidates”."”

Madaus and O"Dwyer's historical work of performance assessments shows how
examinations were used as policy mechanisms as early as during the Han dynasty
(206 BC — 220 AD), where they developed detailed procedures to assess candidates
and identify those suitable for governmental services.” Today, most countries have
implemented legislation that makes it illegal to announce positions for only one
gender, and questions about pregnancy or family planning are not allowed during
interviews. This has been done to promote gender balance and equal opportunities
for men and women. Still, feminist researchers have also shown how other ordin-
ary, seemingly neutral requirements for employment or promotion are gendered.
Halford, for example, lists a series of typical requirements that will favour men over
women: first, stating in the job advert that you will assess “length of experience”
will oblige the employer to give advantage to people who have never had career
breaks due to child care; second, adverts looking for “young and ambitious
researchers” may result in fewer women applicants (as many women might be in a
comparable position to men at a slightly later age due to career breaks); and third,
including “exchange stays at international universities” into the job description may
hinder women who have children from both applying for and getting the job.?!

It is evident that avoiding such practices as those described above is an important
part of work for gender equality. But furthermore, we should also introduce new
practices that actively promote diversity, equality and inclusion. In recruitment, one
of the more common strategies to ensure gender equality has been to explicitly
encourage candidates from “the underrepresented gender” to apply in formal job
adverts. This practice should continue to be used, but it is important to underline
that such strategies are far from enough.®* As discussed in the previous paragraph,
the text in the job advert; the form and content of the interview; and not least the
requirements for promotion and career development that exist in a job will all
affect the gender balance in the group of applicants as well as the evaluation com-
mittee’s assessment of candidates. Whilst the academic achievements required for a
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job are most often clearly defined, the collegial practices of collaboration and care
for peers and students are often not listed as clear requirements but expected to be
assessed as part of the very vague requirement of “personal suitability for the posi-
tion”, leaving it to the hiring committee to define what is meant. When relevant, a
clearer definition of the expectations of academic collegiality and student and col-
legial care could well be included in job descriptions. This could help visualise and
make explicit the competence of applicants who have spent much of their time
teaching, doing peer reviews and other collegial tasks. As of now this kind of
competence in collegial care, and the work it is associated with, often remains
invisible work — although it is at the core of research communities’ success in the
competitive structures of contemporary higher education.”

Further practical strategies that have been implemented in higher education
recruitment are gender balanced evaluation and hiring committees. As many of the
entries in this book illustrate, however, practical day-to-day discrimination is just as
often performed by women as by men. When targeting hiring committees as a
strategy to achieve gender balance, it is important not only to ensure gender bal-
ance in the committees, but also provide training in reflection on inclusion and
equality.**

A recent mapping at my institution, the UiT Arctic University of Norway,
shows that, overall, one can claim that the gender gap in the institution is closing,
not only among students but also among employees.” In 2021, 40% of the pro-
fessors at this higher education institution were female, as compared to only 9% in
2000. Still, the “scissors”-effect™ — the progressive decrease of female researchers as
candidates advancing from undergraduate to professorship level — is also present at
UiT, and even more so at other universities in Norway. Furthermore, there are
significant differences across units, reflecting the gendered structure of disciplines.
Thus, improving procedures for the recruitment and assessment of candidates for
academic positions is one area to work on.

Gender and research quality

Assessments need to be of something, and in higher education this something is the
quality of research or teaching. It is a challenge that when operationalising quality
into a series of easy to measure quantifiable components, there is a risk of losing
touch with the profound and holistic meaning of the concept, as well as its inter-
section with other dimensions, like gendered power. Louise Morley expresses this
as follows: “Audit has produced a culture of measurement that is reductive and
incompatible with the complex ways in which gendered power is relayed. There is
very little attention paid to the sociology of gender in relation to quality in higher
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education”.

Her analysis from Britain further shows that the quality and equality
movements in higher education appear to have developed on two separate trajec-
tories. An important goal of the quality “movement” has been to avoid subjective
bias, leading to skewed research results. Nevertheless, as we have discussed in the

previous paragraphs of this chapter, the weight — and belief — that is currently
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placed on objective measures can be argued to create an appearance of neutrality
that stands in the way of a thorough and critical discussion of the consequences of
contemporary assessment regimes, as well as their association to the gendered
power dynamics in higher education. For example, Morley points out: “quality
accolades do not necessarily coincide with equity achievements. Some of the most
elite research organisations in Britain, with consistently high scores in the UK

Research Assessment Exercises (RAE), also have the worst record on gender
» 28

equity”.

When quality assessments are limited to certain features of research work, like, e.
g., the channel of publications and its popularity among readers, the assessments in
themselves are part of a discourse where quality is reduced to only bibliometric
outcome indicators. Even though there is a need for predictable assessment criteria,
this reductionist practice poses a problem for all academics concerned with quality,
but especially for critical scholars aiming to reveal hidden truths about the workings
of power structures and injustice.”” The dilemma has also been discussed with
insight and depth in studies of higher arts education, where the concept of quality
is perhaps even harder to formalise than in other disciplinary sectors.”

Still, when discussing the complex relation between gender and assessment, it is
important to underline that the challenge is not limited to a practical level of for-
mulating new quality criteria. In fact, in contemporary policy and politics the
tension is more profound and linked to two co-existing but partly conflicting dis-
courses: one on diversity, equality and inclusion, on the one hand, and one on
outstanding talent and innovative progress on the other.”’ The diversity, equality
and inclusion discourse carries the argument that a higher education sector offering
opportunity for all citizens and groups to acquire more powerful positions in
society is indeed a quality mark. However, in the discourse on promoting out-
standing talent and innovations, higher education is part of the solution to save the
world and the humans in it, through distinguishing between mediocre and out-
standing talent. It is in this latter discourse that quality comes to equal excellence
and filters out diversity as an unintended consequence. Higher education fits into
both, and even embraces both. In practical assessment work, however, the tensions
between should not be ignored. The fact that contemporary higher education
discourse tends to commit to the language of inclusion without committing to the
logic of equality has been well demonstrated in the works of Sara Ahmed.>

Summary

The relation between research assessment and gender is multi-layered. This chapter
has touched upon the usefulness of some actual assessment measures on a practical
level, but also aimed to go beyond the practical discussions and illuminate how the
field of higher education is characterised by several conflicting discourses existing in
parallel. These cause paradoxes and dilemmas in the everyday work of academics
and administration aiming to formulate assessment criteria that support equality and
inclusion and work against the underrepresentation of women and other gender
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minorities in several fields and leadership positions. Accordingly, it also works

against non-diverse academic staff and students. There is no quick fix to these

constant tensions; rather, increased awareness and ongoing discussions that can

highlight these challenges and their practical appearance in a constantly changing

sector will continue to be necessary.

Questions for discussion

How can we better recognise and assess collegial care in academia?

Do you know of examples where the ideals “excellence” and “inclusion” conflicted
with practical assessment work, e.g., in hiring processes or project prioritising?

Are current CV templates fair and neutral tools for the assessment of academic
work? Why/why not?

Suggestions for further reading

For an introduction to ideas on gender and organisations: Halford, S. (2001). Gender,
power and organisations: An introduction. Macmillan International Higher Education.
On neoliberalism and standardised measurements: Cannizzo, F. (2018). Tac-
tical evaluations: Everyday neoliberalism in academia. Journal of Sociology, 54
(1): 77-91.

In-depth analysis of assessment procedures effects on the individual academic:
Lund, R. (2012). Publishing to become an “ideal academic”: An institutional
ethnography and a feminist critique. Scandinavian Journal of Management, 28 (3):
218-228.
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31 Bathmaker 2015
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