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Universities are expected to be important players in the development of knowledge economies; therefore,
they are a priority on the policy agenda of the European commission and of member states. To understand
the new institutional settings where knowledge production is achieved, we must turn our attention to
analyzing the reforms underway.

Building on conclusions from the sociology of professions, the sociology of organizations and public
policy analysis, this paper argues that the policy instruments developed by public authorities to measure

. . scientific performance and selectively allocate resources rely on peer review processes and reinforce an
Academic profession . . . . . . . .
University governance academic elite. As a result, the internal power distribution within the academic profession as well as
Elite within universities has changed.

On the one hand, peer review is used as a managerial tool by universities. The decisions made at the
university level are largely based on (and legitimated by) evaluations conducted outside the university
by an elite sitting in research councils, editorial boards, and evaluation agencies.

On the other hand, rather than weakening professional power, the recent reforms have instead led to a
reconfiguration of the academic profession. Their influence is twofold. First, they have empowered those
individuals who set the norms according to which academic activities are rewarded and funded by public
actors. Second, they bolster those who receive positive reviews, since they gain a stronger position to
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negotiate with the managers of their university.
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1. Introduction

Higher education plays a major role in knowledge production
and is expected to remain a major player in the development
of knowledge economies. It is also at the forefront in producing
research which aids in technology transfer and start-up processes.
As a result, higher education is a priority on the policy agenda of
the European Commission and of member states, and most Euro-
pean higher education systems have undergone significant reforms
(Eurydice, 2000, 2008). It is therefore crucial to analyze the changes
underway, in order to understand the new institutional settings in
which knowledge production is achieved. This paper aims to con-
tribute to this understanding by focusing on the transformation of
the relationships between the state, the academic profession, and

7 Jwould like to extend my thanks to the reviewers of Research Policy for their use-
ful remarks. I am also grateful to Wolfgang Streeck for his comments as a discussant
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higher education institutions, and look at how they are redefined
by recent higher education reforms.

Most publications addressing these reforms come to conclu-
sions similar to those developed regarding the health and law
sectors or other professional fields, wherein scholars demonstrate
how professionals are being sidelined. My objective in this paper
is not to contradict these conclusions; they have been empirically
demonstrated many times, as will be observed in the first part of
this paper. Instead, I wish to show that they overlook other pro-
cesses, such as the reinforced role of peer reviews conducted by
national research councils or evaluation agencies, and thus over-
simplify the portrait of the current changes. Taking such processes
into account leads one to conclude that the academic profession
has been reconfigured rather than cast aside.

This paper therefore looks at the reforms aimed at developing
project-based funding, which thus enhance the role of research
councils and competitive project-based funding, as well as at
reforms leading to the development of evaluation agencies in order
to link funding to performance. While the effects of these develop-
ments on scientific fields and knowledge production has already
been stressed (for instance Whitley, 2007, 2009), I will focus on
two other aspects and analyze how they affect university gov-
ernance and power distribution within the academic profession.
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[ therefore start by observing that (1) these reforms reinforce the
power of an academic elite and then (2) I will describe their impact
on the exercise of academic judgment. I will then argue that (3)
university managers use the reviews of this academic elite in order
to reinforce and legitimize their managerial power. In other words,
organizational and professional powers are in some respects col-
luding rather than opposing each other. This will finally lead us to
conclude that (4) we are witnessing a reconfiguration rather than
a dismissal of the academic profession, and we will close with (5)
some lessons that can be drawn from this conclusion for policy-
making.

To begin, I look at the literature that addresses the dismissal
of professional power in universities in general and look at exam-
ples from different European countries. In the subsequent sections,
[ will mainly draw specifically on the cases of France and Germany,
using empirical qualitative research I have conducted for close to
30 years on university governance, higher education policies, aca-
demic labor markets, and higher education systems of these two
countries. I will also build on a recent study! conducted in three
French universities (Musselin, 2012) and on information collected
on the reviewers who selected the French “laboratories of excel-
lence” (Labex) and “initiatives of excellence” (Index) for the Grand
Emprunt, as well as on information on those who selected the Ger-
man scientific clusters, graduate schools, and universities for the
Exzellenzinitiative,> and information provided by the evaluation
agencies and research councils on their reviewers.

2. Higher education reforms and the sidelining of the
academic profession

Studies conducted on reforms in higher education in European
countries frequently conclude that they have weakened academic
power, and they highlight the role of reforms based on New Public
Management (NPM) in this shift (Braun and Merrien, 1999; de Boer
et al., 2007b). Since such reforms aim to better control the activi-
ties of academics by introducing new tools (incentives, assessment,
reporting, etc.) and increase the authority of university manage-
ment (Schubert, 2009), many authors highlight the weakening of
the academic profession, regardless of the perspective they adopt,
i.e. whether they look at the evolution of the relationship between
the state and the academic profession, or at the empowerment of
higher education institutions, or analyze the relationship between
universities and academics.

2.1. Less protection from the state

The relationship between the state and professions has been
a major topic for sociologists of professions. They emphasized (or
denounced) the role of state regulations which allowed professions
to keep their monopoly over their activities. Seminal authors such
as Larson (1977) or Freidson (1994) developed a critical view of
this state of affairs, and claimed that professionals made use of

1 This qualitative study was funded by the ESEN (Ecole Supérieure de I’Education
Nationale), and the goal was to look at the impact of the 2007 law regarding the gov-
ernance of French universities. About 100 interviews were conducted in May 2011.
This is part of a larger study on the governance of French universities, conducted
with S. Chatelain, S. Mignot-Gérard, and S. Sponem, which includes a survey of all
French universities (Chatelain et al., 2012).

2 In recent years (2005 and 2006, then 2012 in Germany, and 2010 and 2011 in
France), the French and the German states organized highly competitive national
calls for projects (Exzellenzinitiative in Germany, Grand Emprunt or Investissement
d’avenir in France) aimed at “modeling” and differentiating the national panorama
by identifying a limited number of leaders (labs, graduate schools, institutions, etc.)
and investing large amounts of money in them. Both countries formed international
juries in order to make their selections.

their expertise in order to gain a monopoly and close off the mar-
ket, and as such served their own private interests and made the
state do their bidding. As shown by Halliday (1987), the advantages
of this situation were not actually one-sided; states also benefit-
ted from the protection they guaranteed, because the regulation of
professions provides the state with professionals who can put their
expertise to the service of the government (Mallard and Paradeise,
2008) or contribute to the economic development of a nation, for
example.

This traditional interplay between government and professions
has nevertheless been significantly redefined today (Krause, 1996).
Governments consider that the returns society gets from the aca-
demic profession are too low compared with the benefits scientists
get from their protected status. Most analysts have observed that
state officials, the media, and society at large more readily criticize
the academic profession in recent decades. The United Kingdom is
probably the best documented case of this, as many authors have
described the strong attacks against professions spearheaded by
the Thatcher government (see for instance Ball, 1990 or Fulton,
1994). Three decades later, N. Sarkozy’s® speech in January, 2009
took a similarly critical tack: the president of France accused French
academics of being inefficient and suggested that they chose their
occupation because of the “light and heating” in their offices rather
than to produce research.

These critical perspectives led to measures altering the
state/profession relationship in higher education and in other pro-
fessional sectors as well (Evetts, 2002). The state renegotiated or
eliminated certain protections provided for specific professions.
For example, in the field of higher education, Austrian and Ital-
ian professors are no longer civil servants, and tenure was done
away with in the United Kingdom in 1988. In Germany, a reform of
the salary scheme and the classification of professors led to a new
law in 2002 and to the introduction of merit pay. In France, legis-
lators adopted a decree modifying the status of faculty members
in 2009, which introduced regular individualized evaluations of all
faculty members with the possibility of modifying her/his teaching
load accordingly. New instruments were also developed in order to
promote new behaviors and increase productivity and quality: the
Research Assessment Exercise regularly assesses the research qual-
ity of university departments in the United Kingdom and serves to
identify active researchers; in Spain, faculty members have under-
gone individualized evaluation since the 2000s; the AERES (Agence
d’évaluation de la recherche et de I'enseignement supérieur) was cre-
ated in France in 2006 in order to assess all labs, higher education
institutions, and training programs. These evaluations are made
public and linked to funding. And, last but not least, the accredita-
tion agencies in Germany (Serrano-Velarde, 2008) work to improve
the quality of training programs, among other measures.

This increase in evaluation processes, the changing statutory
rules, and the critiques addressed to academics are proof of
the changes in the relationship between the state and the aca-
demic profession, and the transformation of professionalism more
broadly (Freidson, 2001; Evetts, 2002).

2.2. The empowerment of higher education institutions

Another line of research announcing the dismissal of the aca-
demic profession can be found in organizational studies, which
looks at the empowerment of higher education institutions. This
empowerment results from reforms inspired by the New Public

3 On the occasion of the New Year's presidential address to the French academic
community, N. Sarkozy gave a very critical speech which led to much discord. The
protests against the reforms became more active, and large demonstrations and
strikes took place in the first half of 2009.
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Management (more vertical steering of the system, setting of
explicit targets and performance contracts, stronger managerial
roles for rectors, deans, heads of departments, etc.) as well as
from reforms reinforcing network governance (development of
networks between higher education institutions and stakeholders
for joint problem recognition and solving, organizational learn-
ing, and dissemination of ‘good practices’) (Ferlie et al., 2008).
The development of this combination has varied from country to
country (Paradeise et al., 2009), but it transformed the relation-
ship between universities and government everywhere (see for
instance: Henkel and Little, 1999; Kehm and Lanzendorf, 2006; de
Boer et al., 2007b). This new landscape also provided universities
with more institutional autonomy (in the two senses suggested by
Berdahl, 1982), since the reforms put new competencies, decisions,
and responsibilities under their purview. The radical changes intro-
duced in France after the 2007 law are quite spectacular from this
point of view: French universities are now responsible for their
payroll — until 2007 it was managed by the ministry — and for the
allocation of research budgets, which the ministry previously allo-
cated directly to the labs. By delegating new functions, but also
by strengthening their leadership and rationalizing their manage-
ment (Enders and de Boer, 2009; Gumport, 2000; Kriicken, 2011),
European universities have been “constructed into organizations*”
(Kriicken and Meier, 2006; Musselin, 2006; de Boer et al., 2007a;
Whitley, 2008). In addition, the increase in managerial logics,
the introduction of managerial instruments and devices, and the
strengthening of hierarchical relationships and leadership threaten
the academic profession® (Deem et al., 2007; Vinokur, 2007).

2.3. The transformation of the relationship between academics
and their universities

A final perspective comes to the same conclusion. It consists of
research conducted on the relationship between professions and
organizations and concludes that past forms of governance are
threatened by the introduction of managerial norms and instru-
ments limiting professional power and autonomy.

Universities have gained control over academics and managers
have imposed their norms on professionals because reforms were
putin place in order to influence the two main organizational char-
acteristics of universities. The first characteristic, which is shared
by universities with hospitals, courts, and cultural organizations,
consists of accommodating high levels of professional power and
autonomy within bureaucratic structures. In these “professional
bureaucracies” (Mintzberg, 1979), professional legitimacy domi-
nates, power is not concentrated in the hands of one individual -
it is rather shared by a community of peers — and esoteric exper-
tise legitimizes this power (Waters, 1989). A second characteristic
of universities, which for its part is unlike hospitals, courts, and
cultural organizations, lies in the fact that academic activities are
loosely coupled (Weick, 1976): it is possible to give a class without
knowing which class the students had before or will have after, and
it is also possible for a team of biologists to do their research with-
out taking into account what the team next door is doing. In other

4 In a stimulating paper, Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson (2000) argue that
reforms in the public sector (including higher education institutions) are aimed at
constructing public services “into organizations,” i.e. at reinforcing identity, hierar-
chy, and rationality within these services.

5> This process is not unique to higher education. Many studies in other pro-
fessional sectors conclude that both professional legitimacy and collegiality are
threatened in professional bureaucracies when managers gain control and power
over professionals (see for instance Harrisson and Pollitt, 1994 or Ackroyd, 1996).
Comparing three different professional sectors, S. Ackroyd, 1. Kirkpatrick, and M.
Walker (2007) observe similar trends aiming at transforming public services into
“‘managed services,’ efficient and performance oriented” (Ackroyd et al., 2007:11).

words, most activities can be performed without cooperating and
interacting actively with other members of the same faculty, since
cooperation and coordination are not indispensable to do one’s
own work. Moreover, research and teaching rely on “unclear tech-
nologies” (Cohen et al., 1972), i.e. technologies that are difficult to
prescribe, describe, and reproduce (Musselin, 2006).

Higher education reforms look to modify these two character-
istics and affect academics in three ways. The first set of effects
is the following: academic leaders gain increased responsibil-
ity and decision-making powers (they are expected to become
“academic managers”), deliberative bodies have decreased deci-
sional power, and stakeholders play a more important role, which
in turn modifies the nature of university governance. Following
the weberian distinction used by Lazega and Wattebled (2011
[2010]) between bottom-up collegiality (characteristic of pro-
fessional organizations) and top-down collegiality (a means for
bureaucratic management), one can say that universities experi-
ence a shift from the former to the latter and that the influence of
academics on the governance of their university is thus reduced.

Second, reforms also impact the division of labor and limit aca-
demics’ autonomy in the self-determination of their agenda. This,
of course, primarily concerns the growing number of “permanently
temporary positions®” (post-docs, adjuncts, etc.), which are most
of the time specialized in specific tasks and have hierarchical rela-
tionships with permanent staff (Enders and Musselin, 2008), but
not only. This also holds true for tenured faculty members: the
increased bureaucratization (filling out time sheets, filing activ-
ity reports, etc.) and formalization (Barrier, 2010, 2011; Jouvenet,
2011) is at loggerheads with academic activities themselves. This
transforms the way academics allocate their time and organize
their work, and it makes their activities more structured and trace-
able. Some authors even speak of this as an industrialization process
(Gumport, 2000).

Finally, the relationship between academics and their univer-
sities increasingly resembles employee-employer relationships,
because rewards and sanctions are, more than before, in the hands
of the managers of higher education institutions. This relation-
ship has also changed due to the new procedures currently being
developed. For example, in Germany, the resources (for assistant
positions, a research budget, administrative staff, etc.) allocated
when a professor was recruited are now time-limited, while there
was no time limit in the past: resources are now renewed, or not,
according to the professor’s performance. The previous implicit
contracts, tacitly signed between a university and a newly recruited
professor (Friedberg and Musselin, 1989), have been replaced by
formal objectives (regarding teaching, research, and service) which
are regularly assessed (every 3-5 years) and may affect the profes-
sor’s salary, since merit salaries were introduced in the early 2000s.
In France, the 2007 law stipulates that all academics must undergo
evaluation every 4 years. This process — which is still in discus-
sion and has not yet been implemented - shall be conducted by
a national body (the CNU, Conseil national des Universités’). Using
these evaluation results, each university would be allowed to alter
the workload of each academic (more teaching for some and more
research for others, for example) and thus to renegotiate his/her
activities. In the United Kingdom, such a system is already in place
and has been increasingly formalized via different career tracks.

6 While such temporary positions used to be transitional periods before getting

a tenured position (Rosenblum and Rosenblum, 1996), they have now become a
“permanent” situation for some.

7 The CNU is a national body divided into discipline-based committees composed
of academics, 2/3 of which are elected by their peers, the last third nominated by the
ministry. Its missions and competencies have evolved over time, but traditionally it
played arole in regulating the French academic profession (Musselin [2005], 2009).



1168 C. Musselin / Research Policy 42 (2013) 1165-1173

During their professional career, permanent staff members are pro-
gressively “pushed” either into aresearch or a teaching career track,
according to their classification (active researcher or not) in the RAE
(Research Assessment Exercise) and their success in getting grants
(Paye, 2010). As a result, each university is becoming an internal
labor market in countries where a national craft/professional labor
market previously prevailed (Doeringer and Piore, 1971; Musselin,
2005), and thus the universities have increased their capacity to
intervene in the careers of its academic staff.

Studies of the relationship between the state and professions
and between organizations and professions, as well as the analysis
of the consequences linked to the empowerment of higher educa-
tion institutions, all observe the weakening power of the academic
profession, a process similar to those underway in other profes-
sional sectors. Nevertheless, when pointing out the changes that
threaten professional academic power, we should not ignore the
greater importance given to academic judgments by these reforms.

3. Reforms that empower an academic elite

In this second section, we will look at reforms which create
selective or evaluative processes which rely, for the most part, on
peer-based evaluation led by academics. I will focus on the cases of
Germany and France, where such processes can be clearly observed.
For example, both countries are interested in reforms which reduce
the share of block grants in favor of project-based funding. Research
budgets are a particular focus of this type of reform. In Germany,
research councils already existed, and the budget managed by these
agencies and their scope of action increased: not only did the global
budget of the DFG grow, but the DFG is now also responsible for
running the selection of excellency clusters and excellent gradu-
ate schools in the Exzellenzinitiative policy.® In France, we observed
the same process after the 2006 law stipulating the creation of
a research council,® the ANR (Agence nationale de la recherche):
the budget of the ANR rapidly grew after its creation and it has
been in charge of managing the calls for proposals for the Grand
Emprunt, thus gaining an increased influence in the allocation of
project-based funding.!? Research funding s a central issue in these
processes, but itis certainly not the only one: calls for proposals also
exist to selectively allocate funding for teaching, technology trans-
fer, or facilities. In all of these processes, peer review plays a central
role.

This is also the case for evaluation, accreditation, and assess-
ment processes and agencies spread throughout all European
countries (Schwarz and Westerheijden, 2004), which work to link
funding to performance. In countries like France and Germany,
performance-based funding was barely present at the end of the
1990s (Geuna and Martin, 2003; Jonbloed, 2001). In Germany, it
has been progressively introduced since then. According to Orr
et al. (2007:11), “The first states introduced their models in the
early 1990s, and by 2004, 11 out of the 16 German states were
using formula funding as an element of their university funding
models,” but with varying intensity: “Some states—e.g. Hesse and
Brandenburg—allocate 95% of their budget via indicators, whilst

8 For the first round of the Exzellenzinitiative, about 1.9 billion Euros were allocated
to 39 graduate schools and 37 clusters of excellence. The last round (2012) selected
45 graduate schools and 43 clusters of excellence and allocated 2.7 billion Euros.

9 Before the creation of the ANR, project-based research already existed. The Min-
istry for Higher Education and Research and national research institutions such as
the CNRS managed calls for proposals. The rationale for the creation of the ANR was
as much to develop project-based research as to create an agency independent from
the government in charge of centralizing and managing the process, and to increase
the share of project-based funding.

10 The ANR is the primary body responsible for the selection of the best projects
and the allocation of 21.9 billion Euros.

others—e.g. Mecklenburg-West Pomerania and Bavaria—distribute
no more than 5% of the state subsidy in this way.” Performance-
based funding also developed recently in France; one of the major
changes introduced by the creation of the AERES (evaluation
agency) in the 2006 law was to partly link the results of its eval-
uations to funding, while some indicators (such as the level of
professional insertion of students) were introduced in a new budget
allocation system, nicely called SYMPA.

These processes are all linked to the rise of what could be
called an “incentivizing” state: rather than prescribing how things
should be done, governments develop rules of the game which
require compliant behaviors if one wants access to funding. As
stressed by Le Galés and Scott (2010 [2008]) or Naidoo (2008), the
greater managerial autonomy given by the state is partly anillusion
as, in fact, incentive-based instruments exercise a stronger con-
trol over behaviors, a rather classic effect of NPM, as they affect
the relationship between principal and agents (Schubert, 2009).
What makes the case of higher education especially interesting,
however, is that competitive calls and evaluation processes rely
predominantly, if not exclusively, on peer review. Most of the time,
agencies manage and are responsible for these processes, and they
use principal-agent relations: the ministry (the principal) asks the
agencies (agents) to achieve a specific task (evaluation, funding
research projects, etc.).

As shown by scholars who study such intermediary organiza-
tions (Van der Meulen and Rip, 1998) and agencies (Christensen and
Laegreid, 2005), these bodies depoliticize as well as legitimize gov-
ernmental decisions by directly linking the results of peer reviews
to resources. This is close to what Weaver (1988) calls “automatic
government:” the “automatic” transformation of an evaluation con-
ducted by the AERES into funding in some French universities is a
nice example for this. But governments are also dependent on these
structures in different ways. First, as stressed by Braun (1993), these
agencies are a “double-edged sword for policy-makers,” because
governments can hardly prevent them from being colonized by the
academic community and because some consider them to be aca-
demically conservative.!l As a consequence, their existence also
makes political influence on academic issues more controversial
and less legitimate to the academic community'? and to academics
sitting in these intermediary organizations who demand respect of
their autonomy.!3 Agencies were expected to clarify relationships
and be more accountable, but this is also often problematic, as it
is difficult to “make agencies independent and at the same time
accountable” (Christensen and Laegreid, 2005:14).

Competitive funding and assessment agencies do not always
work as they are expected to, but they are nevertheless important
vectors of influence and power for the academic profession, or at
least for academics participating in these processes and producing
reviews. They constitute an academic elite which decides who will
get resources and rewards (Whitley, 2007). They therefore provide
a counterbalance in the relationship between the academic profes-
sion and the state and have a strong influence on the regulation
of the academic profession. This influence grows as the amount of

11 Research councils are sometimes accused of selecting “normal science” instead
of taking the risk of funding innovative and cutting-edge research.

12 In France, the selection of the LABEX (laboratories of excellence) in the Grand
Emprunt process was hotly criticized, because the president of the LABEX jury was
asked by the government to “save” 17 projects among those assessed with a “B”
grade and to add them to the list of “A™s.

13 The procedure designed to run the Exzellenzinitiative in Germany was, for its
part, clearly designed to protect scientific judgment from undue influence and to
keep political actors at bay: final decisions are made by a commission composed of
scientific experts and representatives of the Linder and the Bund, but the scientific
actors have more votes than the politicians and can therefore resist political will if
they all vote in the same direction.
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resources allocated via these processes increases. In order to bet-
ter examine the impact of this evolution, three consequences of
the use of peer review in the allocation of resources and in eval-
uation processes will now be discussed: the changes it brought
about in academic judgment itself; the collusion between academic
power and managerial powers at the institutional level when exter-
nal peer-review is used; and the reconfiguration of the academic
profession.

4. New forms of academic judgment

The process described in the second part cannot be reduced sim-
ply to an increased influence of research councils or evaluation
bodies. This is, of course, important, but many councils and pro-
cesses already existed before, though not always as “independent
agencies,” and some academics were already participating in evalu-
ation and selection (Friedberg and Musselin, 1993). While there has
certainly been an increase in competitive funding and evaluation
processes, it is the fact that this goes along with changes in the way
peer review is exercised that has truly been decisive. Previously,
we could have described France and Germany as what Whitley
called “weak research evaluation systems” (Whitley, 2007:9), but
now they have been transformed into strong ones, i.e. systems that
“institutionalize public assessments of the quality of the research
conducted in individual departments and universities by scientific
elites on a regular basis according to highly formalized rules and
procedures.” Peer-review in both countries has become more inter-
national, formalized, publicized, collective, and includes more than
“purely scientific” criteria.'4

First, peer-review has become more international. The partici-
pation of international scholars acts as a guarantee of impartiality
(since the assessment goes beyond the small national academic
community), quality, and universality (the expected reference is
thus the progress of research in the world rather than just within
the national community). In Germany, for example, among the
25 scientists appointed to select the best institutional projects
for the Exzellenzinitiative, fifteen were either foreign academics or
Germans who have worked for a very long time in a prestigious
international university abroad. In France, of the 125 members par-
ticipating in the jury for LABEX (labs of excellence), 122 worked in
institutions located outside France (including one firm), only three
worked in France, and of these three all are employed by firms and
not by universities.

The development of more formalized and standardized pro-
cedures, both for applicants and academic experts solicited for
reviews, is another important change. Being transparent, explain-
ing the criteria that will be used, avoiding conflicts of interest, and
following recognized guidelines are foremost in the procedures
developed by the agencies or bodies in charge of project or activity
evaluation. The administrative staff within these structures is very
much involved in the production of guidelines explaining how to
proceed, reports about past activities and their impact, statistics,
etc. They develop procedures, templates, and decision-making pro-
cesses in order to guarantee the quality of the peer-review process.
In some cases (for instance the AERES in France and many German
accreditation agencies), they have applied for the label provided by
the ENQA'> (European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher

14 In this paper I do not engage with debates about the “quality” of peer review, i.e.,
are the best researchers rewarded? (Van den Besselaar and Leydesdorff, 2007), or,
what is the content of the reviews and how do reviewers make decisions (Lamont,
2010)?, etc.

15 This network of European evaluation agencies in higher education was created
in 2000 to promote European cooperation in the field of quality assurance. It is in
charge of reviewing European agencies applying to be listed on the EQAR (European
Quality Assurance Register for Higher Education).

Education). Others (the French ANR and the German DFG) partic-
ipated in the “ESF Member Organisation Forum on Evaluation of
Publicly Funded Research,'6” which works to define standards and
guidelines for research program and funding schemes. The French
ANR furthermore claims its procedures are certified ISO 9001.

The formalization and standardization of procedures leads to a
clearer enunciation of the evaluation criteria that will be used and
of the information that is considered to be essential. Reading the
application forms is very instructive regarding the data required
and their relative importance. The activity report research units
have to fill out for the French AERES, for instance, clearly gives prior-
ity to articles over books,!” and until recently — with protests from
the humanities and social sciences - did not require that the asses-
sor distinguish between books and chapters in books. Universities
who apply for the Exzellenzinitiative must identify their scientific
strengths, but also promote interdisciplinarity, be international,
and show their capacity for reforms in priority setting and gov-
ernance. The content of the application forms is not defined by the
administrative staff alone; it is developed with the academics who
are either employed by the organization or sit on its committees
in charge of research funding or evaluations, often in negotiation
with a larger community.!® The criteria and priorities that can be
deduced from these forms are broad enough to give some leeway
to the reviewers who will then assess the applications, but the
review forms they use to write their evaluations or give grades
also organize their judgment. To assess a research project submit-
ted to the ANR, a reviewer must, for instance, evaluate the quality
of the members of the team on a scale from 0 to 5, meaning that the
known quality of the applicants is a factor that counts and should
be explicitly graded.

Academics who run research councils or evaluation agencies
are therefore active in setting norms, priorities, and criteria. As
stressed by Miinch (2007, 2008), what occurs is not only evalua-
tion and messing, but also constructing differences in achievement
and therefore participating in strengthening status hierarchies.!®
Academics involved in such processes can be described as normat-
ive agents, with reference to the expression used by Scott (2008)
to qualify the professionals involved in the transformation of insti-
tutions. They participate in the creation of norms, but also diffuse
them,2° make them public, and the results of the reviews are pub-
lic as well. The fact that these results are public, especially in the
case of evaluations of labs, institutions, or training programs, also
increases the potential impact of these processes. The research
projects selected by the ANR or the DFG are available on their web-
site, as are the ratings of the Research Assessment Exercise by the
AERES or German accreditation agencies. Information is thus pro-
vided to stakeholders (students, their families, tax payers, private

16 http://www.esf.org/activities/mo-fora/evaluation-of-publicly-funded-
research.html (consulted August 2012).

17 They may claim that they just follow the French alphabetical order (“articles”
comes before “ouvrages” (books)) but this respect of the alphabetical order to list
publications is recent and started with the AERES.

18 The forms developed by the AERES were, for their part, prepared by the
academics working at the AERES, discussed with the scientific council of the
AERES, presented and further discussed with representatives of the French national
research institutions (the CNRS, for instance), the Conference of University Pres-
idents, the ministry, etc. In Germany, the forms for the Exzellenzinitiative were
developed by the DFG and the Council for Science, discussed with representatives
of the Bund and Ldnder ministries as well as with the members of the international
jury.

19 The implications of such a process may be significant as higher education trans-
forms into an increasingly competitive scene. As shown by Podolny (1993), status
plays a crucial role in market competition.

20 Camerati (forthcoming), for instance, observes that individuals sitting in such
external peer review bodies are asked to train and advise the colleagues of their own
universities.


http://www.esf.org/activities/mo-fora/evaluation-of-publicly-funded-research.html
http://www.esf.org/activities/mo-fora/evaluation-of-publicly-funded-research.html

1170 C. Musselin / Research Policy 42 (2013) 1165-1173

labs, etc.) who can identify and/or choose institutions or projects
with better ratings.

Because of the internationalization of participants, the stan-
dardization and formalization of the procedures, and the publicity
of the criteria and the results, the processes developed by the
German and French research councils and evaluation agencies
challenge the interpersonal networks that previously developed
around some reputed professors who were able to, at least partly,
individually control access to resources. Without overestimating
the impartiality and universality of the assessment procedures,
and without underestimating their potential bias in favor of
mainstream research,?! these processes make interpersonal rela-
tionships more difficult to activate, for the applicants as well as for
the reviewers, because collective decision-making processes and
deliberations hinder, or at least reduce, the possibility of explicitly
pursuing personal interests (Elster, 1998).

A last characteristic of these processes is that they are peer-
based but not “purely academic;” that is to say, they are not
exclusively intended to assess the intrinsic value of science. On
the one hand, non-academic staff sometimes participates in these
reviews (as previously observed for the selection of Labex in
France), and on the other hand, the criteria are not all strictly sci-
entific. For instance, criteria such as the relevance of the budget
with respect to the announced tasks, resource sustainability, the
relevance for society, or strategies for technology transfer, etc., are
all included in the forms the reviewers use. This infusion of extra-
academic criteria in peer review processes remains rather marginal
(academic criteria still prevail), but it is nevertheless one compo-
nent of these reviews.

The various changes described above reveal that the peer-based
judgment exercised by academic experts in research councils or
evaluation agencies has specific and new characteristics: it relies on
individuals with new characteristics (more international and partly
not “academic”), it builds on academic criteria, but also includes
extra-academic ones, and thus produces and promotes a normative
framework about what research, teaching, technology transfer, or
governance should be.

5. When academic power legitimizes institutional power

The influence of the peer-based judgment conducted in research
councils and evaluation agencies is not limited to resource flows
and the diffusion of new norms. These norms also impact the gov-
ernance of higher education institutions in two ways.

First, they are appropriated by academics at the head of depart-
ments or research units, not solely by the top leadership of
universities. Mid-level university leaders may criticize the devel-
opment of project-based funding and evaluation processes, but
they are nonetheless attentive to these processes and try to under-
stand, anticipate, collect information, and react according to the
requirements of these processes,?2 as I observed in a recent study
conducted in three French universities in May 2011 (Musselin,
2012). In order to pass the AERES evaluation with success, univer-
sity leaders organize a pre-evaluation process and try to meet the
AERES expectations as closely as possible. This was especially strik-
ing - and in a way surprising - in one of the universities under study
that specializes in humanities and social sciences, and is known for
the reactivity of its students and the opposition of its staff to the
reforms. Even there, the interviewed leaders of research units in
this university were frequently complaining about their colleagues

21 This was one of the critiques frequently addressed to the British RAE; cf. Lee
(2007) about the impact of the RAE on economics.

22 These processes are described in-depth in the forthcoming PhD of Camerati
(forthcoming) on 4 British departments.

who do not care about publishing a paper in an unknown journal
or who do not try to apply for grants. Thus, even when contested,
there is compliance with the norms set by the external peer reviews
from research councils and evaluation bodies.

This overall acceptance of the external peer-review
evaluations?3 is one manifestation of the influence of the norms
set by the academic elite that reviews proposals, projects, reports,
etc. at the national level. In other words, this elite plays a role in the
regulation of the academic profession by imposing its norms and
criteria on it. But the self-discipline introduced by external reviews
is further reinforced by the fact that academic leaders at the head
of universities are also using external®* academic reviews as a
management tool. University presidents and their staff mobilize
these reviews to legitimate decisions made at the university level,
especially crucial decisions such as budget allocations, bonuses or
merit salaries, careers, etc.

As a result, the managerial governance developed by these aca-
demic leaders relies on, or even is wholly dependent on, academic
evaluation, while faculty members in universities are confronted
simultaneously with more managerial and professional controls.
One does not exclude the other: they combine and reinforce each
other. In loosely coupled systems based on unclear technologies,
authority can hardly be based on hierarchical relationships (Weick,
1976; Musselin, 2006). Thus, external peer review - i.e., profes-
sional authority - provides credibility and legitimacy to academic
leaders. The decisions made at the university level are largely
based on evaluations carried out outside the university by peers
sitting in research councils, editorial boards, or evaluation agen-
cies. Academic and managerial norms are mixed and used to steer,
introduce change, allocate budgets selectively, etc. For instance, the
number/level of grants obtained by a German professor is simulta-
neously a way for her to get resources for her research and a reward
of her scientific capability, but it is used as a managerial indicator
when it comes to negotiating her merit-based salary with her uni-
versity. In France, in ongoing research on the effect of the 2007
law on French university governance (Musselin, 2012), we have
observed that the grades obtained by labs or teaching programs
after their assessment by the AERES?> were transformed into bud-
getary algorithms, or used to redesign the research units or the
courses available in the three universities under study. In German
universities, the DFG rankings and/or the results of external reviews
are used by some university leaders - frequently those applying for
the Exzellenzinitiative calls - to set scientific priorities or to abandon
others.

Some higher education institutions even replicate, at their level,
the “model” of external peer-review in order to selectively allocate
funding. Instead of relying on the statutory deliberative bodies (the
Senat in Germany and the Conseil scientifique in France), they create
ad hoc structures, often called Scientific Advisory Boards, composed
of external (and often partly international) reviewers to internally
distribute specific funding or identify priority sectors.

As a result, one can say that more managerial modes of gover-
nance do not weaken all forms of academic power. They also rely on
it and use it when it takes the form of external peer review in order

23 This is not to say there is no resistance or opposition. If one reads the website of
“Sauvons la recherche” or “Sauvons l'université” — two associations that were created
in the mid-2000s to protest against the reforms - one can read severe critiques of the
ANR and of the AERES. But, nevertheless, many people “play the game,” including
some of those who are critical.

24 They are external, because agencies, bodies, or committees not belonging to the
universities produce them.

25 From its creation to 2011, the AERES attributed a general grade to each research
lab (A+, A, B or C). Now they will attribute six different grades (respectively for aca-
demic production, attractiveness, impact, doctoral training, governance, and future
plans).



C. Musselin / Research Policy 42 (2013) 1165-1173 1171

to legitimate decisions requiring selection, competitive allocation
of resources, or priority definition. In other words, the increased
autonomy of higher education institutions relies (at least partly)
on the increased professional power of the academic elite.

6. Reconfiguration of the academic profession

Academic power is, on the one hand, weakened by the reforms
presented in the first part of this paper. On the other hand, the
development of competitive project-based funding and evaluation
processes linked to performance funding increases the influence
of academic peer reviews conducted by the bodies and agencies
in charge of these activities, as well as the role of the academics
participating in them. Their importance is strengthened because
they control access to an ever-larger share of resources, but also
because the reviews they produce are used as a management tool
by higher education institutions. As a result, part of the traditional
influence of academics is sidelined, while another part is reinforced
by the recent changes. This push and pull reconfigures the academic
profession in different ways.

First, it reinforces and expands the group of academics work-
ing for councils and agencies. In France, where there is a strong
tradition of corporatist co-management between the government
and the academic profession (Musselin, 2004 [2001]), the scientific
departments of the ANR and the sections and scientific delegations
of the AERES are run by academics - mostly part time - who are
appointed for a specific mission. In Germany, a head office and a
variety of committees composed of academics run the DFG and
the German scientific council. As these different bodies play an
increasingly important role, in both France and Germany, the aca-
demics within them become more influential in the definition of
norms and procedures and in decision-making. This transforms
the nature of government-academic co-management, as some aca-
demics become quasi-professionals of evaluation processes and
progressively leave their activities as faculty members, going from
one position to another within the research councils or evaluation
agencies. For instance, the former president of the German science
council, a professor of history, has just become the new presi-
dent of the DFG; the current director in charge of the evaluation
of French labs at the AERES since 2011, a professor of French liter-
ature, was the AERES scientific delegate for literature from 2007 to
2009 and then the AERES scientific coordinator for the humanities
and social sciences from 2009 to 2011. This serves to demonstrate
the emergence of a larger group of faculty members within the aca-
demic profession who become professionals in the management of
peer review, a group distinct from the group of faculty members
who become professional academic leaders (deans, presidents, or
recteurs d’académie in France).

Working in the shadows of this first group of academics,
one finds a much larger group of reviewers solicited to evaluate
projects, proposals, or reports. This group of national and inter-
national individuals is difficult to numerically estimate, as many
of them are reviewers in various bodies in their own country and
abroad.26 However, even if the increase in evaluation and reviews
requires more and more reviewers, they make up only a limited
share of the general academic population. For instance, in its activ-
ity report 2007-2011,27 the AERES says it used 5900 reviewers,28

26 For instance, of the nine reviewers sitting in the two committees in charge of
the final decision for the Exzellenzinitiative and working in German universities, four
are also members of the scientific commission of the German scientific council, and
two are members of the Senate of the German research council.

27 http://www.aeres-evaluation.fr/Publications/Documentation-sur-l-agence/
Documents-institutionnels (consulted August 2012).

28 Thisis a significantly higher number than what can be found on the list of review-
ers published by the AERES on its website (over 3600). This list is unfortunately not

and that 18% of them were not French. If we assume that around
4800 were French, and compare this number to the number of
university professors plus the number of research directors at the
three largest national research institutions in France (i.e. the popu-
lation targeted as reviewers), we can estimate that 15-20% of this
population belongs to this elite group.

These reviewers play a central role by participating in peer
reviews for the councils and evaluation bodies, but they are also
important because of the information they may provide to their
colleagues in their universities about the norms to respect and
the criteria that are considered to be crucial. Those scholars who
received funding or a good evaluation from the research coun-
cils can also play this informative role for their colleagues or their
institutions.

This thus increases the differentiation in the academic profes-
sion between, on the one hand, those who get funding or good
reviews, or those who are participating in the peer-reviews (some-
time the same as those funded), and, on the other hand, other
faculty members. This differentiation is not exclusively a ques-
tion of prestige or resources: it also affects the capacity to resist
or negotiate managerial constraints. Because academic leaders use
external peer review as a management tool, those who are success-
ful can draw on their good results to more easily oppose/bargain
with the department chairperson or dean, while those with low
success rates are more exposed to controls, have less margin for
maneuver, and are made to feel their place in the hierarchy by
university managers. At the level of universities, what we observe
is that there is not so much a generalized reduction per se of the
professional power of academics, but a rather a reduction in the
number of those who still possess the traditional attributes (in
terms of professional autonomy) of academics, accompanied by the
emergence of a group of academics whose activities can be more
easily controlled and oriented by university leaders, since they lack
external reward.

One can argue that finding symbolic or material resources out-
side one’s institution has always been crucial in order to strengthen
one’s power position within one’s university, as stressed by Pfeffer
and Salancik in their early work on resource dependence (Pfeffer
and Salancik, 1974; Salancik and Pfeffer, 1974). Now, however,
external rewards and resources are also crucial for resisting pres-
sure from managers and to be able to rebalance power exchanges
with them. Not being part of external peer reviews (as reviewers
and/or as beneficiaries of peer review) has a heavy cost in terms of
autonomy and negotiation capacity. The pressure to compete for
external grants and get high rewards and positive evaluation from
one’s peers is the cost to be paid to keep managerial control away.

The weakening of some aspects of professional power and
the reinforcement of the role played by external peer review in
research council or evaluation agencies thus affects power dis-
tribution within the profession. If one looks at higher education
and research as a field of forces, as Bourdieu (1984 [1988]) did,
the two sets of antagonistic forces he identified in Homo Academi-
cus no longer seem as relevant as they were when he studied
the French (Parisian) professors of 1967 and opposed, on the one
hand, disciplines (law and medicine) in which inherited economic
and political capital prevailed, to disciplines (humanities and sci-
ence) in which scientific and intellectual capital dominated. On the
other hand, Bourdieu showed infra-disciplinary antagonistic forces
between academics who got their reputation through their capacity
to control academic careers and those who strove for intellectual or
scientific recognition. But today, because of the increased emphasis

usable: one-third to half of the reviewers do not provide a CV (although the AERES

asks them for that), and there is often only the name and surname of the reviewer and
the list of evaluations he/she participated in, but not his/her institutional affiliation.
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onresearch activities and the importance given to scientific evalua-
tion, the antagonism between the disciplines becomes as significant
as between academics getting positive assessments and grants and
those who do not, within the same discipline. Among permanent
faculty members, the segmentation between those whose research
activity is rewarded and those for whom it is not is at the same
time stronger and more visible within all disciplines. In parallel,
the academic elite challenges individuals who controlled careers
in Bourdieu’s analysis: many of them are part of the elite, but they
can no longer rely on interpersonal relationships as they did before.
Finally, new categories are emerging that have a hybrid character,
because they mix academic capital and managerial capacities: aca-
demic leaders in universities belong to this group, as do academics
involved in the management of evaluation bodies (the chair of the
ANR or the president of the DFG, for instance).

This leads to a reconfiguration of the academic profession, as
it becomes not only more differentiated (a larger gap between
the “haves” and the “have-nots”), but also more diversified (on a
scale from “traditional academics” to academics becoming profes-
sionals in evaluation processes). The scientific field might become
less structured due to the tensions between disciplines rather than
because of the tensions between the latter two groups.

7. Conclusion

After a rapid review of the literature looking at the relationship
between the state and the academic profession, the empower-
ment of university leadership, the relationship between higher
education organizations and academics, and their shared conclu-
sion regarding the weakening of the academic profession, I argue
that these studies overlook the increasing role of external peer
reviews in research councils and evaluation agencies. I also showed
that these reviews are not only more frequent and linked to a larger
amount of resources to distribute, but that they are also used as
management tools by university management and lead to a recon-
figuration of the academic profession.

I drew three conclusions from this. First, the recent changes
are not a zero-sum game in which some (managers) have more
power and others have less (academics). There is simultaneously
more academic and more managerial power and these powers
may be combined. Second, the distribution of winners and losers
has changed as the gap between them has increased: the prestige,
resources, and academic autonomy of the latter are significantly
lower than before, while they are significantly higher for the former.
Third, the internal power distribution within the academic profes-
sion, as well as within universities, has evolved. Rather than a defeat
of professional power, we are witnessing its reconfiguration, as well
as a transformation of the composition of the academic profession
itself. The “traditional” academic, active in research and teaching,
organizing his/her activity on a discretionary basis, whose aca-
demic freedom is secured by tenure, is still one component of this
profession. Nevertheless, other categories have developed, which
share only some of these characteristics, but not all of them (for
instance part-timers or casual staff), or are characterized by their
hybrid specificity (for instance academics who are managerial lead-
ers or academics appointed by quality assurance agencies). Some
of them have gained in influence and power because they set and
formalize the norms according to which academic activities, and
thus academic reward and individual careers, are evaluated.

This paper thus contributes to the broad debate about profess-
ionalism and managerialism.2? Rather than a victory of managers

29 A stimulating review of these debates and further perspectives can be found in
a dossier directed by P. Bezes and Didier Demaziére for Sociologie du travail (Bezes
and Demaziére, 2011).

over professionals, the ongoing process increases the heterogeneity
of the academic profession. All segments of the latter are not simi-
larly affected by the changes we described in this paper. Some are
still very close to all the primary features of the professional ideal-
type outlined by Freidson (2001:180): “a body of knowledge and
skill which is officially recognized as one based on abstract con-
cepts and theories; second, an occupationally controlled division
of labor; third, an occupationally controlled labor market requiring
training credentials for entry and career mobility; fourth, an occu-
pational training program which produces credentials [...]; and
fifth, an ideology serving some transcendent value and asserting
greater devotion to doing good work than to economic reward.”
Some academics, however, have some of these attributes, but not
all, and thus become more exposed to managerial control and lack
professional autonomy.

Finally, this case is also interesting in terms of policy analysis.
The rationale behind the stronger role (or the creation) of research
councils and the increase in the amount of resources they allocate,
as well as for the introduction of evaluation agencies and the use
of performance in budget allocation, are not (or rarely) linked to
institutional empowerment of universities or the reconfiguration
of the academic profession. By looking at these two other levels of
analysis, this paper sheds light on the unforeseen effects of these
reforms and on the interdependent relationships linking the state,
the academic profession and higher education and research insti-
tutions, in such a way that transforming one of them also affects
the others, even if it this was not intended. We furthermore stress
the interrelations between higher education and research poli-
cies: increased institutional autonomy favors the transformation
of knowledge production, but is also reinforced by it, as has been
shown in this paper.
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