Higher Education Policy
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41307-023-00339-8

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

™

Check for
updates

From an Input to an Output: The Discursive Uses of External
Research Funding in Academic Career Assessment

Maria Pietild’

© The Author(s) 2024

Abstract

Success in the competition for external grants has become an important indicator
when progressing in academic careers. Drawing on interview data with academ-
ics across various career stages and academic fields at one Finnish university, the
study identifies four discourses that elucidate why research grants are deemed sig-
nificant in advancing an academic career. The findings indicate that it is appealing
for universities to use research funding success as an assessment criterion due to its
connections to authoritative discourses in higher education and research policy. For
example, funding success is seen as a symbol of high academic quality and as a sig-
nal of an individual’s ability to thrive in a resource-scarce environment. However, in
the context of limited resources for research and the introduction of new societally
oriented funding instruments, utilizing funding success as an assessment criterion
overlooks academics’ different prerequisites for gaining funding.

Keywords Research funding - Competitive funds - Research assessment -
Performance management - Academic careers - Societal relevance - Research
excellence

Introduction

Acquisition of research funding has become an important indicator when progress-
ing in academic careers (Bloch et al. 2014; Pontika et al. 2022; Rice et al. 2020;
Saenen et al. 2019). The topic of research assessment is particularly pertinent as
research assessment systems face pressures for change, exemplified by the establish-
ment of the Coalition for Advancing Research Assessment (CoARA) in 2022. In
the higher education literature, the emphasis on external research grants has been
perceived as an illustration of universities and academics engaging with the mar-
ket. Approached from the perspective of academic capitalism (Slaughter and Leslie
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1997), the market orientation challenges traditional notions of equity in higher edu-
cation and research systems. While the economic perspective is highly relevant
when studying external research grants and their implications in academia, this
paper widens the perspective and elaborates on the multiple grounds why research
grants have become important in academic career progression.

Academia today is influenced by competitive settings and the necessity to per-
form in pluralistic environments. Various actors, including university managers,
policymakers, and stakeholders, exert demands on both university organizations and
individual academics. These diverse expectations are reflected in universities’ aca-
demic recruitment and promotion criteria (Pietild and Pinheiro 2021). This paper
argues that using research grants as an assessment criterion is appealing to universi-
ties because success in research grants simultaneously mobilizes multiple authorita-
tive discourses within higher education and research.

This study aims to elucidate the factors contributing to the significance of
research grants in the progression in academic careers. Utilizing interview data gath-
ered at one university in Finland, the study aims to first identify the main discourses
embraced by teaching and research staff (referred to as ‘academics’) in relation
to the use of external research grants in the assessment of scholarly performance,
especially within the context of academic recruitment and promotion. Second, as the
discourses do not operate independently, the study sheds light on the interlinkages
between them. The interviewed academics occupied different positions in academic
career trajectories, with academic leaders in management positions possessing more
formal authority to shape the dominant discourses. Third, the study investigates
whether individuals at different levels of the academic hierarchy draw upon different
discourses.

The empirical data of the study are based on interviews conducted at one Finn-
ish research-intensive university. The context offers a fruitful arena for the research,
given that research funding in the Finnish higher education sector is predomi-
nantly driven by competition. The interviews, which addressed a broader theme of
researcher assessment in academic recruitment and promotion processes, involved
academics at different career stages and from various academic fields. External
research grants came up consistently as a key assessment criterion in these inter-
views. While competitive external grants were acknowledged as a significant assess-
ment criterion, they also evoked diverse reactions, ranging from acceptance and
irony to irritation. Thus, in addition to elucidating the reasons external research
grants have gained importance in assessing academic performance in Finland, the
study also sheds light on academics’ mixed reactions to this criterion. While the
empirical data of the study were drawn from a specific northern European country,
the identified discourses reflect broader macrodiscourses in higher education and
research, transcending the local settings that underpin them.

The study contributes to several scholarly discussions. Firstly, it contributes
to studies on the transformations in higher education and research policy, with a
particular focus on changes in research funding and their implications at the
micro level within universities. The focus on external funds has the potential to
alter internal dynamics and social relations within a university, including consid-
erations of worth, prestige, and visibility, and may have long-term consequences
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for academic collaboration and inclusivity (cf. Polster 2007). Secondly, by examin-
ing the discourses employed by academics situated at different career stages and in
various academic fields, considering their different potential ‘fundability,” the study
contributes to discussions on social stratification in higher education and research
and challenges the perceived neutrality of research funding success as an assess-
ment criterion. Thirdly, the study contributes to the ongoing discussion on reform-
ing research assessment and incentive structures in academic careers.

Competitive External Grants and Evolving Research Assessment

Grant success may have significant effects on academic career progression from
an individual standpoint. There are reported positive outcomes of research grants
on research productivity. The study by Lee and Bozeman (2005) conducted in the
USA found a strong effect of grants on research productivity. Similarly, the study by
Habicht et al. (2021) showed that external grants from the German Research Foun-
dation increased the research productivity of male political scientists. Bloch et al.
(2014) studied the impact of external grants in the Danish context and found impor-
tant secondary effects of grants on career advancement via increasing the status and
recognition of grant recipients.

Continuous competition may have effects on the work environment and social
cohesion within academic settings. The study by Polster (2007) delved into the
repercussions of research grants on social relations within the Canadian higher edu-
cation system. According to her findings, the importance of research grants led uni-
versities to invest differently in academic staff and units, favoring those with greater
potential for grant productivity. The significance of grants altered the social dynam-
ics between academics and administrators, and recruitment criteria underwent trans-
formation to prioritize individuals with a track record of funding success.

Research funding often follows the Matthew effect, accruing disproportionately
to individual academics or research groups (Bol et al. 2018; Zhi and Meng 2016).
The Matthew effect refers to cumulative advantages resulting from grant victories.
Ylijoki and Ursin (2013)’s analysis highlighted how competitive settings build new
polarizations between ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ within the academic community in Fin-
land: those who can survive in the research game (Lucas 2006) and those who can-
not. In evaluations, research grant success may be used as a marker for establishing
hierarchies between haves and have-nots. Against this background, it is not surpris-
ing that research grants elicit diverse reactions among academics. Drawing on Twit-
ter discussions, Olsson’s study (2022) uncovered a spectrum of affects associated
with research grants, ranging from joy to anger, and feelings of wasted hours among
the applicants.

Universities’ recruitment and performance management systems serve as indi-
cators of the organizational values and contributions prioritized by the institution.
Therefore, these systems wield considerable influence in incentivizing certain kinds
of behavior among academics (Pietild 2019). In the realm of academic careers,
external grants have gained increasing significance as both recruitment and perfor-
mance criteria. A study on the evaluation of promotion and tenure in biomedical
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sciences by Rice et al. (2020) found grant funding to be the second most important
criterion after peer-reviewed publications. Based on a survey on research assessment
practices at European universities (Saenen et al. 2019), external research grants were
identified as important for research careers in nearly all universities. According to
the study by Pietild (2019), funding success held a central position as a recruitment
and performance criterion for assistant and associate professors at Finnish universi-
ties. Overall, the tenure track systems encouraged academics to prioritize individual
career goals over collective objectives.

Similarly, based on their study, Kallio et al. (2016) state that the competitive
ethos, underscored by a focus on tangible outputs and metrics, has challenged col-
legial academic goals within Finnish academia. The narrow use of research metrics
has been criticized for pushing academics to focus on individual-centered achieve-
ments, such as publishing, instead of focusing on collective tasks, such as mentoring
(Moher et al. 2020). The research by Ross-Hellauer et al. (2023) further illustrated
that academics perceived that universities placed significant emphasis on the suc-
cess of grant funding when evaluating the performance of academics. In contrast,
academics themselves especially valued collaborative achievements, emphasiz-
ing a dichotomy in the assessment priorities between institutions and the academic
community.

In recent decades, research assessment systems have come under scrutiny, lead-
ing to influential declarations and international agreements (e.g., DORA Declara-
tion 2013; CoARA 2022). Criticism aimed at traditional research-oriented metrics,
which prioritize numerical achievements of academics, has prompted calls for global
changes in incentives. The growing consensus is to broaden the scope of activities
considered when assessing academic contributions.

Finnish R&D Funding System

The Finnish funding system for research and development (R&D) is performance-
oriented and competition-based. The core funding for Finnish universities is deter-
mined by a funding model. Since 2021, competitive R&D funding obtained has
determined 12 percent of the overall funding allocated to universities. Thus, the
funding model encourages universities to actively seek additional research funds
from external sources. In 2020, external grants composed circa half of all R&D
funding at Finnish universities (see Table 1).

External grant sources at Finnish universities are relatively constrained when
compared to some international counterparts. The majority of external funding orig-
inates from public sources, most notably the Research Council of Finland (formerly
known as the Academy of Finland), the innovation-focused Business Finland, the
European Union (EU), and other public entities. In 2020, company funding com-
posed circa seven percent of all external funds, and the share has decreased since
2011 (Fig. 1). During the 2010s, the shares of the Research Council of Finland, the
EU and various foundations have increased.

Academic fields vary in the commercial relevance of research themes and the tar-
get audiences (Ylijoki et al. 2011). These disparities manifest in the diverse array of
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Table 1 R&D funding at Finnish universities between 2011 and 2020 (1000 euros). Source: Vipunen
database

Core funding (€) External funding, (€) Universities’ Total, € Share of exter-
own assets, € nal funding (%)
2011 511,734 672,433 10,700 1,194,917 56.3
2012 542,933 691,216 10,633 1,244,783 55.5
2013 530,665 669,579 15,467 1,215,711 55.1
2014 620,110 640,972 14,686 1,275,768 50.2
2015 629,738 631,851 16,288 1,277,878 49.4
2016 606,062 652,211 20,060 1,278,333 51.0
2017 642,909 655,836 24,514 1,323,259  49.6
2018 655,622 684,174 23,952 1,363,747 50.2
2019 671,764 700,991 38,161 1,410915  49.7
2020 672,811 681,119 35,967 1,389,896  49.0
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Fig. 1 The share of different funding sources of all external R&D funding at Finnish universities in 2011,
2014, 2017 and 2020 Source: Vipunen database

funding sources available to different fields and the extent to which academics can
obtain external grants. Within Finnish universities, the proportion of external grants
is large in technology and engineering (external funding comprising 59% of all
research funding in 2020), medical and health sciences (56%), and natural sciences
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(54%) (Vipunen Database). In contrast, humanities and social sciences rely more
heavily on block grants, constituting 65% and 62% of their research funding, respec-
tively. The proportion of foundation- and trust-funded research is largest within
medical and health sciences (20% of external funding). In addition, foundations are
important funding sources especially for early-career researchers (Siekkinen et al.
2021).

In the 2010s, there has been an increase in the proportion of politically directed
and thematically focused funding in Finland, as new funding instruments have been
introduced. Notably, three funding sources have emerged: the Strategic Research
Council, the Flagship Program of the Research Council of Finland, and the Gov-
ernment’s analysis, assessment, and research activities (however, the latter will be
discontinued by the conservative Orpo government in 2024). The instruments have
distinct focuses. Overall, their introduction may be interpreted as a quest for more
informed-based decision-making, an impetus to establish larger inter-disciplinary
research consortia, and as an encouragement for academics to select research topics
aligned with societal challenges.

At Finnish universities, 52% of teaching and research staff holding a doctoral
degree were on fixed-term contract in 2022 (Association of Finnish Independent
Education Employers 2023, 3), a high percentage compared to other sectors. The
prevalence of fixed-term contracts is frequently justified by the nature of time-lim-
ited, project-based funding. From an individual academic’s standpoint, funding suc-
cess is closely intertwined with questions of employment (Olsson 2022).

Data and Method

The research data comprise 23 interviews conducted with academics in 2022. The
selection of interviewees aimed to encompass diverse academic fields, career stages
(R2-R4), genders, individuals with both Finnish and non-Finnish backgrounds,
and those in academic leadership positions within faculties. Among the partici-
pants, 13 were in the highest career stage (R4), including professors, research direc-
tors, and academic deans. The remaining ten represented career stages R2 and R3,
encompassing post-doctoral researchers, senior researchers (including one in ten-
ure track), and university lecturers (for the descriptors of researcher classification,
see EURAXESS 2023). Some academics with a non-Finnish background declined
the interview request, resulting in only three interviewees with a non-Finnish back-
ground, all of whom were post-doctoral researchers. The interviews with academ-
ics at career stage R4 were conducted with a colleague. All interviews were con-
ducted online with a video connection. The interviews lasted from 30 min to 2 h.
Apart from one interview, all sessions were recorded.

All the academics were affiliated with the same university. This comprehensive
university was established after a merger of former universities in 2010. Within the
university, the acquisition of research funding is a formal component of the evalu-
ation system for professors. However, lack of success in securing funding may be
compensated by demonstrating performance in other aspects of research or teaching.
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The research interviews were conducted within the broader framework of
researcher assessment. The primary focus was on the criteria that academics deemed
relevant when universities recruit individuals for academic positions, and their per-
spectives on potential changes to existing assessment systems. External research
grants were not the central theme in the interview design. Nevertheless, almost all
academics acknowledged grants as a central criterion for advancing in academic
careers.

In the analysis of the interview data, I used a social constructivist approach
that explores how language constructs reality (Fairclough 1992; 2003). Fairclough
(2003, 124) perceives discourses as ‘ways of representing aspects of the world—
the processes, relations and structures of the material world, the “mental world” of
thoughts, feelings, beliefs and so forth, and the social world.” Studying the different
discourses around external research grants in researcher assessment treats assess-
ment systems not as politically neutral, but as sites of struggle; discourses may not
only complement each other but also compete with one another (Fairclough 2003).
Discursively, the topic of research grants provided rich material as it allowed for
diverse interpretations and elicited tension and affective emotions among study
participants.

To understand the discourses around external research grants, a consideration of
broader macrosocietal discourses underpinning the specific higher education and
research system, in this case Finland, was needed. Discourses that draw on other dis-
courses and texts may invoke more broadly grounded understandings and meanings
and may thus also have a broader impact (Harley and Hardy 2004, 386). Therefore,
acknowledging the connections between local-level discourses and their retrieval of
authority from macro-level discourses was relevant.

Methodologically, I identified how interviewees constructed parallel, competing
systems of meaning to rationalize the emphasis on research grants in career assess-
ments, particularly in academic recruitment and promotion. While my approach
in the analysis was data-driven, it was informed by my knowledge of Finnish and
European higher education and research policies and ongoing policy processes in
research assessment. Discourse analysis helped in unveiling dominant discourses,
often portrayed in the interviews as self-evident, and the more latent discourses.
Discourses that legitimize social order—how things are and how things are done
(Fairclough 2003, 219)—were in the interviews actively used and supported, but
also acknowledged and yet resisted.

In the analysis, I connected the identified discourses to more macro-level soci-
etal discourses that underpin the developments in higher education sector. It should
be acknowledged that the identification of the discourses, especially the macro-level
discourses, has been influenced by my ‘members resources’ (Fairclough 2001):
shaped by my cognitive resources as a researcher in academic careers, and Finnish
and European research policy.

In the interviews, academics with more work experience contemplated, on aver-
age, the significance of research funding in more diverse ways than their junior col-
leagues. Thus, the analysis somewhat over-emphasizes the perspectives of academ-
ics at career stages R3 and R4. Academics in the top hierarchical level, especially
the ones with a formal leadership position, often adopted a broader, organizational

@ Springer



M. Pietild

perspective to the topic. However, in some cases, senior researchers also criticized
organizational policies from the perspective of their academic field.

Selected quotes illustrate the content of each discourse. To maintain the anonym-
ity of the interviewees, the quotes do not reveal specific academic fields, units, or
positions of the interviewees.

Findings

Based on the interview data, I discerned four distinct discourses. To some extent, the
discourses compete with one another, while they are also parallel and intertwined. It
was common for individual interviewees to draw on multiple discourses.

The first discourse is linked to a macrodiscourse of global competition for
research excellence. The second discourse highlights the economic imperatives of
income generation within a resource-poor context, framing resource scarcity as the
overarching macrodiscourse. The third discourse views external grants as an instru-
ment for organizational branding within the performative, marketing-oriented higher
education and research system. Lastly, the fourth discourse underscores the role of
research grants in identifying societally relevant research, aligning with the macro-
discourse of portraying universities and researchers as societally responsible actors.

Academic Discourse: Identifying Academic Stars via Competition

The first discourse regards external research grants as a pertinent and valuable
assessment criterion, primarily due to its association with intense peer competi-
tion and low success rates. In this (idealized) discourse, utilizing grant funding as
an assessment criterion is not viewed as unproblematic. Nevertheless, academi-
cally oriented funding success is seen as a relatively unambiguous, objective, and
transparent indicator for measuring performance in recruitment processes. This is
attributed to the legitimacy conferred through the peer review processes involved
(cf. Townley et al. 2003).

Within this discourse, funding success is constructed as an indicator of an indi-
vidual’s academic merit, particularly in terms of the quality of research on an inter-
national scale. In this discourse, quality is narrowly interpreted and connected to
funding from sources constructed as especially prestigious. Thus, the outcomes of
funding success on career advancement may differ depending on the source of fund-
ing. Funding recognized as prestigious in the interviews was associated with open
competition and peer assessment processes, emphasizing the scholarly communities’
role in recognizing high-quality research (cf. Pietild and Pinheiro 2021).

In the Finnish context, the funding sources considered prestigious included
notably the Research Council of Finland and specific funding instruments allo-
cated by the European Union, such as the European Research Council and the
Horizon 2020 program. The essence of this discourse is effected by contrastive
relational structures between academically oriented funding and funding designed
for more applied or local purposes (cf. Fairclough 2003). An academic at career
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stage R4 with a project portfolio with diverse funding sources used the expres-
sion ‘good funding’ and ‘bad funding’ (with an ironic tone) to convey the attrac-
tiveness of different funding from the perspective of the university.

In a landscape where widespread publishing is commonplace, high-prestige
academically oriented funding becomes a dividing line between academic ‘high-
fliers’ and others (cf. Ylijoki and Ursin 2013). Thus, within the discourse, intense
competition and peer review processes serve to identify academic stars, with
grant success viewed as a surrogate for academic excellence. The following quote
by an academic at career stage 4 highlights the role of competition in identifying
the individuals with most potential for top performance.

Globally this [academic work and research] is enormously competitive. It
[competition] is emphasized when applying for research funding. It is after
all so that people who are able to receive funding, they are also able to
achieve results. If we make changes to the [assessment] system, it does not
change the fact that excellence is partly precisely created through competi-
tion. It is a difficult world when it’s [academic staff composition] a pyramid.
Especially at the bottom of the pyramid you have to create possibilities to be
able to show one’s capabilities. At the top [of the pyramid] you cannot avoid
competition. After all, money is what drives many things. (R4 academic)

At the unit level, external grants were perceived as having positive implications,
including the augmentation of the unit’s research capacity and intensity. An aca-
demic at career stage 4 characterized the success in securing grant funding as a dem-
onstration of an academic’s ability to strengthen the research capacity within one’s
faculty, thereby considering it a valid assessment criterion.

The academic discourse is situated within the broader science policy context,
highlighting the global notion of research excellence as a driving force in aca-
demic recruitment (cf. Pietild 2014). Success in securing research funding serves
as an indicator of academics’ ability to build and manifest favorable attributes
in this academic context. Such attributes include the capacity to identify one’s
research niche within the international research landscape and to build interna-
tional networks within one’s field.

This discourse was particularly employed by academics in leadership posi-
tions. Many of them asserted that in addition to research publications, external
research grants constituted a key performance indicator in the evaluation of aca-
demic performance. This discourse holds significant discursive power as it draws
on the legitimacy of scholarly communities via the involved peer review pro-
cesses. This makes it difficult to present counterarguments. The discourse, often
presented as self-evident, bestows authority upon research funding success as a
quantitative, objectified measure. However, it fails to address questions, such as
disparities in prerequisites for applying and obtaining grants (e.g., gendered divi-
sion of labor in academia, including teaching load and academic housework, and
unequal access to networks and institutional support), and one’s individual posi-
tioning with respect to targeted funding calls (cf. Brunila 2019, 367).
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Economic Discourse: Being Able to Survive in the Harsh Funding Environment

The second discourse is situated within a national higher education and research
context marked by limited financial resources and the imperative to demonstrate
performance through tangible outputs. This discourse is dominated by the macro-
discourse on revenue generation, viewing external grants as a crucial requirement
for survival in the competitive environment and for academics to conduct research
in the first place. Academics in infrastructure-intensive fields and those requiring
larger research consortia, in particular, frequently employed this discourse.

[The value of grants] goes back to the sums granted. When biomedical
research is conducted, many things are expensive. If you receive, let’s say,
a Horizon funding worth of one million from the EU, you can do things
differently than with foundation funding or with project funding from the
Academy of Finland. So in a way the recognition relates directly to the
amounts granted. (R3 academic)

While the first discourse was associated with positive connotations of research
excellence and academic judgement, the second discourse is characterized by more
pragmatic terms. The economic necessity of generating research income was con-
nected with realistic notions, such as the high costs of research and performance
expectations placed on universities and units. Within the discourse, academics are
assessed based on their potential to generate cashflows for the university. Several
interviewees referred to the Matthew effect of cumulative advantage, where ‘money
tends to come to money, illustrating that large international projects may be fol-
lowed by extensions or local-level project spin-offs. However, the accumulation of
funding in numerical terms was not always perceived to correspond with equiva-
lent increases in the outcomes of work, raising concerns about the utility of research
grants as an assessment criterion.

I would rather like to see more weight [in assessments] given to what has
been produced, whether it is articles, databases, programs, or something
like that rather than obtained funding. Because my view is that when fund-
ing starts to be accumulated within a certain group, money comes to money.
But what is achieved with the funding, extra funding, the returns decrease.
Rewarding someone based on the amount of money... it doesn’t necessarily
tell how well it [funding] is used. Which means that its weight [in assess-
ments] should be lowered. (R3 academic)

This discourse does not differentiate between funding sources but instead asserts that
any form of funding is welcome and that ‘the more, the better.” The macrodiscourse
aligns with trends that view research through the lens of its financial potential, mak-
ing research income a relevant and tangible assessment criterion in the context of
limited funding. Within this discourse, the national performance-oriented fund-
ing model sets the conditions for organizational leeway, leaving academic leaders
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limited space in determining criteria for academic recruitment and promotion. In
the national funding model, success in obtaining external grants also translates to
increased resources for the university from the state.

The economic discourse was widely employed by the interviewees. Individuals’
discursive reactions ranged from adaptation to resentment. Those in leadership posi-
tions underscored the need to align with broader science policy, emphasizing coher-
ence in how individual academics are evaluated and the incentives set by national
science policy instruments.

In contrast, academics at career stages R2 and R3 often expressed more skep-
ticism, advocating for more holistic assessment approaches that consider various
aspects of performance in research, teaching, supervision, and societal outreach.
Activities or achievements that are not easily quantifiable or displayed in economic
terms were consistently perceived to be left in a shadow when individuals were
rewarded through career decisions. Unrecognized aspects and activities of academic
work included the quality of teaching and supervision, contributions to the schol-
arly community (e.g., editorial tasks), and societal outreach activities. Overall, the
emphasis on grants was seen to shift the focus from academic contributions and
the content of research to more crude measures, such as euros obtained (cf. Polster
2007, 610). Some post-doctoral researchers interpreted the focus on external grants
as demoralizing, expressing a reluctance to be viewed merely as money-making
machines.

The discourse underscores material aspects within the higher education and
research system, including those related to employment. The questions of employ-
ment were raised by academics at career stages R2 and R3, approaching the issue
from the perspective of academics rather than the university organization. From the
perspective of securing one’s own or a junior colleague’s livelihood or conditions
for continuing research, the scarcity of core-funded academic positions made all sort
of funding attractive. For example, an academic at career stage R3 applied for fund-
ing to create employment opportunities for junior staff, even when facing no organi-
zational mandate or incentives for participating in grant competitions.

My superior actually told me that I don’t have to apply for funding. It is no
indicator or criterion [in my position], and other lecturers don’t apply for
grants, either. My reason to continue applying is that I have colleagues and
early-career researchers who don’t now receive any salary. (R3 academic)

Public Image Discourse: Contributing to Organizational Branding

The third discourse underscores the significance of external research grants in build-
ing organizational reputation and image in the consumer market. In this discourse,
especially substantial funding from prestigious sources is an important symbol of
success, benefiting not only the individual researcher, but also enhancing the univer-
sity’s image as a modern research university. This discourse places emphasis on the
university’s marketing initiatives and the importance of maintaining an active online
presence to attract prospective academics, collaborators, students, and funding.
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In this discourse, funding success contributes to the branding of the university,
helping to portray the university as a modern organization equipped with competen-
cies, such as competent leadership and support structures (cf. Kriicken and Meier
2006). Thus, there may be incentives for the university organization to use achieve-
ments in external grant competitions as an assessment criterion because of the vis-
ibility and prestige attached to positive funding decisions.

This discourse was predominantly utilized by academics at the R2 and R3 levels,
often with a tone of cynicism. During interviews, several academics pointed out that
grant decisions tended to receive substantial visibility in the formal communication
of the university. Similar to the economic discourse, interviewees expressed discon-
tent with the public image discourse for prioritizing easily communicable achieve-
ments rather than communicating about the content of research. Academics criticiz-
ing the emphasis in communication wished to see more organizational appreciation
and discussions about the topics that receive funding. Thus, the public image dis-
course was perceived as lacking substance.

At the moment, I think research funding is emphasized [in assessments]. I
don’t know whether it means a shift to a private university or what kind of
zeitgeist it tells about. But research grants seem to be emphasized. Both as an
assessment criterion and for example in the way the university sends out press
releases and stuff. Often they announce that somebody has gained funding,
and not necessarily that something has been done. I think it’s a bit topsy-turvy
approach. (R3 academic)

Yes, [externally-funded] projects are the ones people are being celebrated for.
If somebody publishes a book with an international publisher, which is of
course a huge sign of capability, especially if it is a prestigious [...] publisher,
it is somehow left in a shadow. (R3 academic)

The public image discourse places emphasis on the individual achievements of
academics, particularly those in principal investigator roles. Some academics at
career stage R2 stated that the focus on the official leaders of projects diminished
the collaborative efforts involved in building research programs. A post-doctoral
researcher who unofficially led a team in an externally funded project expressed the
view that only individuals with formal leadership positions received recognition.
She noted that the collective work involved in formulating research ideas and con-
ducting the actual work often went unnoticed. Thus, there was a call for assessments
to consider teamwork and tasks of each individual, including both de facto leader-
ship responsibilities and the amount of academic housework.

Societal Discourse: Sorting Out ‘Relevant Research’

The fourth, societal discourse situates academic research and academics within
the research policy landscape, which increasingly emphasizes the interconnec-
tions between academia and the wider society. In this discourse, promoted by
significant actors, such as the European Union and the OECD, universities and
individual academics as societally responsible actors are expected to contribute to
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solving the societal challenges of our time (e.g., Rask et al. 2017). To fulfil these
expectations, specific funding instruments have been designed to support research
endeavors in areas which are seen as societally relevant.

This discourse puts an emphasis on the third mission of universities. It can be
contrasted with the academic discourse with no explicit emphasis on the esteemed
societal relevance of research. The discourse was utilized especially by academics
at the R3 and R4 levels.

It is noteworthy that many interviewees perceived that research proposals
assessed as being ‘timely’ and relevant would be more likely to receive fund-
ing compared to proposals focused on fundamental research with no direct appli-
cations. This tendency was seen to be magnified by the university’s strategic
emphasis on interdisciplinary approaches to address global challenges.

The academics did not fully embrace the societal orientation. Some criticized
the current funding landscape in Finland for prioritizing interdisciplinary, prob-
lem-based research, interpreted to fit the modern societal image of research and
universities. This emphasis was perceived to come at the cost of mono-discipli-
nary excellence and established traditions. The space for curiosity-driven basic
research was perceived to be steadily shrinking due to cuts in public expenditure
for higher education and research, coupled with the introduction of new policy-
driven funding instruments.

I think we have gone wrong in this for long and we still do. Soon we will be
in a situation where fundamental research in basic sciences is not funded at
all. We basically only have at the EU level ERC [European Research Coun-
cil] funding and in the Academy of Finland [Research Council of Finland]
some funding instruments, which fund research in narrow fields, which is
anyway all the time needed. Funding for basic research in the basic sciences
is shrinking all the time. I'm really worried about that. (R4 academic)

The discourse makes visible the unequal opportunities for academics in different
fields or with diverse research interests and epistemic orientations to obtain funding.
This makes it problematic to use external grants as a recruitment criterion or as a
performance indicator. A case in point is the funding granted by societally oriented
funding streams, such as Horizon 2020 or the Strategic Research Council.

What I would perhaps like to add [...] is exactly this external funding, let’s
say applications for Horizon [2020] or Strategic Research Council. There
are academic fields, which receive funding easier than others. [...] If it is
used as a criterion, then some fields and also some sub-fields within [my
own field] would never be good in that sense. We must acknowledge that.
There are some hot topics, some related to questions in climate and some
related to environmental questions, it is easy for us [our unit] to take part in
the funding competitions in those areas, but not necessarily in others. (R4
academic)
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Therefore, funding success is tied to contemporary ideas and interest-laden struggles
over which themes are considered societally relevant enough to merit funding. The
discourse underscores that many funding instruments are, to some extent, politically
steered, challenging the notion of free competition as portrayed in the academic
discourse.

The acquisition of funding is, in my opinion... It is affected by so many things
that I think it is quite problematic, if it is overly emphasized [in assessments].
People’s [research] topics are also so different, some topics are particularly
pertinent to society at a given moment. If I think about my own research topic,
when I received [funding] from the Academy [of Finland] last year, I recog-
nized right away that the research was societally relevant at that specific time.
Maybe in two years it wouldn’t have longer been. And somehow acknowledg-
ing this also in recruitment and researcher assessment, that there are many
aspects of grant success that are not in your control. (R3 academic)

Summary of Findings

Table 2 provides a summary of the findings, delineating the four identified dis-
courses and their connections to broader macrodiscourses within the higher edu-
cation and research policy landscape. The table further specifies the societal con-
text in which these discourses are embedded, outlining their main ambitions and
characteristics.

Discussion and Conclusion

This paper has examined how academics construct discourses on the significance of
external research grants as an assessment criterion related to academic recruitment
and career advancement. The analysis utilized data conducted via interviews with
academics working at a Finnish university. The interviewees represented different
academic fields and career stages.

In the conducted interviews, academics invoked a plurality of discourses. The
variety of the identified discourses surrounding research grants underscores the var-
ied expectations academics and university organizations are faced with, as has been
underlined in previous research (cf. Kraatz and Block 2008; Pietild and Pinheiro
2021). The discourses are also a manifestation of the tensions academics and univer-
sity organizations face when trying to meet multiple expectations, reflected in career
assessments. External research funding as a case in point simultaneously acts as a
symbol for many things which explains why it a powerful indicator of success in the
current higher education and research policy landscape.

Most importantly, funding success symbolizes the academic quality of an indi-
vidual academic, signaling their ability to perform in a resource-poor environment.
For universities, funding decisions are also helpful in identifying research that is
seen to be particularly relevant in societal terms. Furthermore, funding decisions
play a strategic role in communication, contributing to organizational prestige and
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visibility in the competitive attention economy. The discourses are aligned with nar-
ratives utilized not only in Finnish higher education and research policy, but also
by powerful actors on a global scale. For example, perspectives emphasizing the
international competitiveness and societal impact of research are pervasive science
policy goals within the EU and OECD (see Drori et al. 2003; Ramirez 2010). The
discourses reinforce the notion that competition through grants is not only important
but also inevitable in an excellence-oriented yet resource-scarce landscape.

It is noteworthy that academics at different career stages resorted to some extent
to different discourses and used them differently. Academics at the highest level
especially endorsed the first two discourses, highlighting research excellence and
economic imperatives. This is perhaps not surprising as the discourses align with
the political visions and realities in the Finnish research policy landscape. In this
context, these two discourses were often portrayed as uncontested and irrevocable,
reflecting the specific dynamics of a performance-oriented research funding sys-
tem and authority arrangements. These senior academics, in particular, perceived
research grants as a significant assessment criterion due to the competitiveness of
prestigious grants; setting the operational environment at the international level. On
the other hand, academics at career stages R2 and R3 often drew on the economic,
public image, and societal discourses, often pointing to their inherent shortcomings.
These differences underscore the different operational environments and realities
experienced by academics at different career stages and positions as well as the dis-
tinct work communities in which they engage.

Research funding is a tangible, seemingly neutral indicator, making it appeal-
ing for organizational purposes. However, the findings of the study point to factors,
which challenge the presumed neutrality of using research funding success as an
assessment criterion. For example, the study emphasizes that academics are not
equally positioned in a science policy environment, which underscores the need
to address global challenges (see also Ylijoki et al. 2011; Polster 2007). Thus, this
study contributes to our understanding of the extent of these disparities, and their
implications for equitable career progression and social dynamics within academia.
It is also important to recognize the emotional reactions among academics regarding
the significance of research grants in evaluating academic performance, given the
potential (detrimental) impact on work well-being and work cohesion (see also Ols-
son 2022).

The findings are of relevance when universities design and renew academic
recruitment and performance management systems. Grant funding success is an
important criterion in many universities’ research assessment practices (Rice et al.
2020; Pontika et al. 2022; Saenen et al. 2019). However, the serendipity, political
steering involved, and low success rates make it a problematic criterion in assess-
ments. It is noteworthy that, for many researchers, the emphasis on research funding
decisions in university communication reflects undesirable values in academia by
celebrating individual achievements and success only in research. In line with the
ambitions of CoOARA, many academics at R2 and R3 career stages wished for more
focus on the content of work, holistic assessments, and valuing the wider activities
and roles of academics, rather than placing an emphasis on single indicators. At the
same time, the study emphasizes that it is difficult to think of assessment systems
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which are misaligned with the incentive structures and logics of prestige university
organizations are positioned in.

How different discourses are manifested, how they interconnect and evolve with
respect to each other in different institutional settings, influenced by distinct national
funding environments, is interesting for further research. An example is the emer-
gence of new funding instruments that establish a connection between academic
quality and societal relevance. In such a context, the academic discourse might
increasingly intertwine with the societal discourse.

The findings of the study should be considered in lieu of limitations. Firstly, while
the investigation resulted in discourses which are likely to have relevance beyond
Finland, it would be significant to conduct studies in other countries to account for
potential national nuances. Secondly, expanding the participant pool to include more
individuals on tenure track career paths might have provided a more comprehen-
sive understanding of the significance of research funds, considering the explicit
performance pressures faced by individuals in these career paths (cf. Pietild 2019).
Thirdly, the study is time-specific and lacks a comparative aspect over time. Exam-
ining the topic longitudinally could shed light on how the discourses are linked to
specific higher education and research policies over time and how they evolve.
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