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PReface

One of the tasks of the Swedish Research Council is to support gender research 
and promote gender perspectives in research. The Swedish Research Council 
has appointed an interdisciplinary committee, the Committee for Gender 
Research, which has a proactive and policy making role. The Committee for 
Gender Research identifies problems in the area of the integration of gender 
studies and also issues related to scientific quality and internationalization.

In October 2005, the Swedish Research Council’s Committee for Gender 
Research, in collaboration with the Swedish Secretariat for Gender Research, 
and the Nordic Institute for Women’s Studies and Gender Research (NICK), 
organized the conference “Reaching for excellence in gender research” in 
Saltsjöbaden. The present publication presents the lectures and discussions 
from the conference.

In European research policy, there is a growing emphasis on support of 
scientific excellence. It is therefore vital, both for researchers and for those 
responsible for assessing the quality of research applications, to critically 
examine – and actively help to define – the concept of “excellence”. In the 
conference we wanted to build on conclusions presented in the EU report  
Gender and Excellence in the Making (2004) and to make progress in developing  
the quality and excellence of gender research.

How is the concept of excellence applied, especially in relation to gender 
research, in the various disciplines and research organizations that currently 
mediate research funding? What advantages and problems come from our 
current interpretation of the term excellence? How can scientific excellence 
be developed among scholars, and among gender scholars in particular?

The Swedish Research Council’s Committee for Gender Research wishes 
to express our gratitude to the lecturers and all the participants. Our hope 
is that the discussion will continue and that it will make easier both the  
integration and the internationalization of Swedish gender research.

gunnel gustafsson Britta lundgren

Deputy Director General Chairman
The Swedish Research Council The Swedish Research Council’s  
 Committee for Gender Research
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intRoduction

The concept of excellence has been a tremendous success in academia, and 
in the Swedish Committee for Gender Research we were curious to know 
whether this concept would be applicable in gender studies? Can we be 
excellent? Or have we already reached the level of excellence that is possible 
because of our long-term pioneering work, originality, reflexive criticism, 
great impact on society, culture and politics, research grants and world wide 
known scholars? Maybe the title of the conference should not have been 
“Reaching for Scientific Excellence”, but rather “Scientific Excellence in 
Gender Research”. All the same, we chose a more modest way of reasoning 
and kept the title “Reaching for...”. 

It is important to remember that the concept of excellence cannot be 
seen as something external to its users. When a certain researcher, research 
project or an institute is valued as excellent, it is a procedure within well 
established social relationships and different knowledge hierarchies inside 
the scientific community. This does not mean that it is wrong or that the 
evaluation procedure is bad, but it implies that we have to learn about cog-
nitive reasoning, about notions that we might take for granted and that 
serve as guidelines in research councils, among university managers or the 
peer-groups that make the decisions. 

The concept of excellence runs the danger of being “black boxed”, which 
means that it is very hard to question, very hard to challenge and very hard to  
change. But as certain as the construction of an aeroplane – with its black box  
containing hidden truths about its journey – the concept of excellence is at 
work in gender research today. If excellence is becoming a black box, and if this  
conference reveals more of that hidden dimension, we have been successful. 

there were three major questions for the conference: 
1) How are the concepts of scientific quality and excellence applied within 

various fields of research, including gender research?
2) What are the advantages and/or problems caused by the present 
 understanding (focusing on gender research)?
3) How are the concepts of scientific quality and excellence developing 

within the research community and among gender researchers?

Britta lundgren

Professor in ethnology, Head of Umeå Advanced Gender Studies at Umeå University 
and chairman of the Committee for Gender Research at the Swedish Research 
Council. 
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the concePt of excellence in a  
hiStoRy of Science PeRSPectiVe

Sven-eric liedman
Professor in History of Ideas and Science at Göteborg University.

The concept of excellence in science is at the same time very old and of re-
cent origin. Scientific endeavours have always been valued in different ways; 
but to talk of “excellence in science” as a homogeneous concept, open to 
different kinds of evaluations and even quantifications, is a novelty.

To study excellence in the history of science is above all to look at how 
scientific work has been criticized in different times and milieus, but also to 
see how the history of science has itself paid more attention to some results 
than to others; in short, what we have to look at is what is remembered in 
the textbooks in the history of science and why.

It is important to keep this in mind when comparing what is said about 
excellence today and what was said yesterday and the day before yesterday. 
Present-day rankings of different kinds have almost no direct classical coun-
terpart. In history, we have normally the benefit of hindsight; but this bene-
fit is only partly accessible in relation to excellence in science.

Another important introductory remark must be made. We learn from 
history that different kinds of prejudices are present in science too. Scien-
tists are only ordinary people, and their institutions are made by men. The 
history of science is full of examples of prejudices about gender, race and 
religion, and the history of science itself is not free from such prejudices. 
Many important contributions have been forgotten by history, and often 
oblivion is marked by the same kind of prejudices. 

Recent research has demonstrated, for example, how many important 
women scientists have been neglected by historians. We have no right to 
think that we – in our evaluations of contemporary research – are free from 
these kinds of prejudices. We must always have a critical attitude to what 
is presented as objective results. Something important might be forgotten, 
something mediocre hailed as being of highest quality.

After these introductory remarks I will give a short sketch of history. Ideas  
of what is good and bad belong to competitive situations where different 
directions, schools or theories struggle for attention, appraisal and, most of 
all, resources. In ancient Greece we can find example of such competition. 
In the writings of Aristotle – to take just one example – we find a vivid po-
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lemics directed most of all against the Platonists. Aristotle had founded his 
own school, Lykeion, whereas the students of Plato still remained in Plato’s 
old school, the Academy. All schools were eager to have the elite among their 
students, the real intellectual aristocrats (from Greek aristos, the best). 

But we also find examples in antiquity of kings and other mighty persons 
who tried to found first-class scientific and scholarly institutions. The most 
prominent example is of course the Museion in Alexandria, where resources 
given by the Ptolemeian kings made it possible for excellent people to gather 
in the library and other institutions. Posterity can also see how seminal this 
institution was. Among the heads of the Museion were such people as Era-
tosthenes, an excellent natural philosopher who in a remarkable way made 
an almost exact calculation of the dimensions of the Earth. Other first-class 
contributions were made by such an eminent scholar as Kallimachos, who 
was also the head of the Museion during a period.

The Museion is probably a better example of cooperation than of compe-
tition, in the way that excellence almost always is the result of cooperation. 
Nothing is known about the criteria for becoming a member of the Mu-
seion, but can surmise that it was an honour to get a position there. People 
were coming from distant places in order to work there.

In fact, the Museion did not have any real counterpart for many, many  
years. Some important schools of different kinds were founded in the Islamic  
world, most of all the Quran Schools at the great mosques, in the Christian 
world and at the universities in the 12th and 13th centuries. There, an idea of 
excellence can be said to have developed, but this idea was very far from that 
typical of the scientific world today. The standard was classical, i.e. there was 
a definitive pattern of excellence that could be found in ancient times. This 
meant that there were no living scholars who could reach the intellectual 
height or greatness of the old paragons, be it Plato, Aristotle or Ptolemaios. 
In medicine, Hippocrates had to be read by future doctors along with Galen 
and the only newcomer, the Iranian scholar Ibn Sina (called Avicenna) from 
the early 10th century. Ibn Sina wrote in Arabic, but his texts were trans-
lated into Latin. The best scholars were those who came closest to the clas-
sical standards or – as we who are living in modern times would prefer to say 
– those who could develop fruitful ideas on the basis of the old paragons.

There was no idea of scientific progress, which is so central to us; what 
man could ever hope to know had been described in classical times. The 
ideal of scientific progress emerged only slowly. From this time on, we have 
a chance to identify with the dominant ideas of excellence in science. The 
universities were not the places where such conceptions belonged – more 
so, the new academies that developed in the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries in 
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Italy, Britain, France, Germany, Russia, and Sweden. In the academies, it was 
always self-evident that anything that was presented ought to contain some 
absolutely new knowledge, some knowledge that had not been presented 
earlier.

The Royal Society in London and the Académie des Science in Paris be-
came the two paragons for all other academies of science. In the English 
case all the fellows of the Society were seen as Gentlemen of Science, which 
means that there was a certain status connected to the fellowship. Mutatis 
mutandis, the same can be said about the other academies. 

The academies published transactions and proceedings of different kinds. 
Originally, it was not difficult to get published there, but after a few decades 
the standards became higher. There was a certain status connected with 
publication.

The proceedings were one of the sources of the modern flora of scientific 
and scholarly journals. But there was also another one, still more direct. This 
was scholarly correspondence. Just to take one name, the German Gottfried 
Wilhelm von Leibniz was seminal is this process. Leibniz, who mostly wrote  
in Latin and French, can be seen as the hub of the scientific and scholarly 
world around 1700. His letters were circulated among many others than 
those to whom they were addressed, and hence they were read by many 
scholars.

As soon as science and scholarship were seen as progressive, men of science 
started to struggle about priority. There is a well-known tendency in the 
history of science that important new results are presented by two or more 
scientists almost simultaneously. But who was first? There is much envy in 
this world – one must not idealize it. It was also a milieu where women, who 
were prominent contributors in the sciences, were made invisible, or almost 
so. In fact, they could play an important part for their contemporaries, but 
very soon they fell into oblivion because of a very male selection made by 
the historians of science. A good example is Anne Conway, an important 
participant in the philosophical and scientific debate in the 1660s and 1670s 
but then soon forgotten. Only in the last few decades her real importance 
has been clarified, along with that of many other women. 

The university system was reformed in the early 19th century – first of all 
in Prussia, where the architect of the reform was Wilhelm von Humboldt. 
At Humboldtian universities, research became a duty for all professors, and 
in fact also for fully trained students. Earlier, research was not compulsory, 
and only lectures and examinations were compulsory for professors. At the 
Humboldtian universities, laboratories and seminars were necessary tools 
for research.
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In this way, universities became a more competitive milieu than earlier. 
Some university professors become famous, others not, and some were  
seminal and good enough to find excellent students who came from far away 
places to their seminars or laboratories. Some universities were seen as more 
prestigious than others. 

The scientific journals got a form where we can find ourselves at home. 
It became more and more important for scholars and scientists to publish 
monographs and articles.

In the 20th century, with the enormous increase in the number of stu-
dents and universities, scientific journals and scientific awards, the trend 
not only continued but accelerated – especially after the Second World War. 
There were more or less implicit ideas of eminence in the scientific world. 
Now the mass media also started to play a part – science made its break- 
through in the popular imagination; Albert Einstein was seen as the greatest  
scientist all categories, at least after his popular breakthrough in 1919, after 
the eclipse of Mercury. Women, until then a small minority within academia,  
became more numerous; today they form a majority – at least among  
students – in many parts of the world. But almost everywhere the majority 
of professors are still men. The proportions of Nobel Prize winners in terms 
of gender are well-known, where women make up a tiny minority.

Evidently, there was a rather widespread notion of scientific excellence 
already a few centuries ago. However, it is only in the last few decades that 
there is a real ranking of excellence. It started as a ranking of universities 
in the Anglo-Saxon world, and in Britain, in the hands of Prime Minister 
Thatcher, University ranking became an efficient tool to close down low-
ranking universities, or to cut down their resources to a minimum.

It also became important to rank departments, groups of scholars and 
even individuals. And we may ask – what is the problem with this? Excel-
lence is nothing new. New is, however, the idea that quality can be easily 
quantified. Excellence is a quality. One must quantify a quality, and how is 
this to be done? Yes, we all know it: by citation indices, by evaluations made 
by colleagues, by awards etc. There is a system: a publication of an article 
in Science or Nature give a certain number of points, in a more peripheral 
journal substantially fewer, for so-and-so many citations another amount of 
points, and for a Nobel Price extremely many points. 

I agree that such systems may be of help for hiring people or even for 
allocating resources. But if the system is dictatorial, it might be disastrous. 
There are also substantial differences between different branches of science; 
it may be appropriate for some natural sciences, but mostly they are in- 
appropriate for the humanities, where there are not enough interesting 
quantities so that one can quantify quality in any reasonable way. Here 
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high-ranking normally means “known by colleagues and highly esteemed 
by them”. Sometimes you must let quality just remain a quality and not try 
to find some number for it.

And even in the sciences, it might be harmful if the ranking systems  
become too influential. My favourite example is Barbara McClintock, the 
prominent American geneticist. Her theories about the heredity in corn did 
not fit the absolutely dominant trend in genetics and microbiology, where 
the revolution caused by Watson’s and Crick’s double helix set the agenda. 
McClintock was totally marginalized and hired only be extremely low-
ranking institutions. She had to publish her research results in marginal 
journals, and if paid attention to at all, she was seen as latecomer whose 
ideas belonged to the past. According to herself, the fact that she was both a  
maverick and a woman contributed to her marginality. But, finally, when she 
was almost in her seventies, the importance of her research was appreciated 
by influential colleagues; she was “discovered” and eventually published in 
a decent way, duly quoted almost everywhere, and awarded more and more 
prestigious prizes, including the Nobel Prize – at the age of 81!

This is a moving Cinderella tale – but also a reminder that excellence may 
be inaccessible to all those quantitative measures that are used for ranking 
scientific endeavours. There are many Cinderellas around today, and we can-
not be sure that they will ever be discovered. Hence, we must be aware that 
too strict a system of evaluation may be an extra obstacle to them.
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excellence: a QueStion of gendeR?

Margo Brouns
Associate Professor in Gender Studies at Groningen University and Professor in 
Innovation Studies at NHL University.

The representation of women in the sciences changes much slower than one 
might expect in relation to women’s general achievements in the educational  
system. Women are still under-represented in the academic world. Only 15 
percent of professors in Europe are women (European Commission 2003: 
The She Figures 2003). In the USA 25 percent of professors are female. 

The career paths of men and women in almost all branches of the sci-
ences have been investigated with the goal of unraveling the complex in-
teractions between institutional arrangements and personal preferences. 
These investigations have produced new knowledge and understanding of 
the “gender of careers.” (Harding and McGregor 1995; Sonnert and Holton 
1996; Valian 1998; MIT 1999; European Commission 2000; Etzkowitz et. al 
2000; Xie and Schauman 2003; Probert 2005). 

One issue that remains central to current research is whether the achieve- 
ments of men and women are assessed on the same basis. And is there  
evidence of a gender bias in the definition and measurements of scientific  
excellence? We define gender bias as the often unintentional and implicit  
differentiation between men and women that situates a person of one 
gender in a hierarchical position above another as a result of stereotypical  
images of masculinity and femininity, thus steering the assessment and  
selection process or the gendered structure of the scientific system. In this 
case, I use the concept of “measuring scientific excellence” broadly, under-
standing it to include the assessment of products and producers in review 
processes for papers, research proposals, and the selection of candidates for 
prestigious positions. 

framing the problem

In his seminal work on the ethos of science, Robert K. Merton (1942) states  
that for science to be fertile and productive, scientists must be judged by 
their work alone, winning status and membership within the scientific 
community solely on this criterion. From this perspective, the scientific  
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forum is the institution most capable of evaluating the results of research. 
Accordingly, the quality of research proposals and products should be  
assessed by peers. 

Disinterestedness and objectivity are cornerstones of the scientific ethos. 
As early as 1976 Bourdieu called this claim of objectivity and disinterested-
ness one of the strongest myths of contemporary science (Bourdieu 1976). 
According to him this myth functions to hide specific interests of indi- 
vidual scientists and scientific communities. The idiosyncratic and situated 
character of assessment systems is one of the major flaws in the expected 
neutrality of judgements. Three decades later, however, we still see a strong 
“neutrality” claim in evaluation systems, which are anchored in peer re-
views. Consensus seems to argue that this system – however imperfect – is 
the best available. 

In 1997 Wennerås and Wold published their groundbreaking Nature article  
on sexism and nepotism in the peer reviews of research grant applications 
to the Swedish Medical Research Council (MRC). The article showed that 
the peer review system is not as “neutral” as it claims to be. Male applicants 
and researchers who had links to one of the evaluators were more success-
ful in their applications to the MRC for post-doctoral research grants than 
other applicants. Even though the quality of the proposal was an important 
factor in assessing the scientific competence, gender and connections with 
one of the members of the evaluation committee influenced the assessment 
as well. 

Wennerås’ and Wold’s results questioned a central belief and the val-idity 
of scientific selection procedures. A science ruled by non-scientific judge-
ments concerning the performance of scientists lacks in objectivity. In this 
context, the supposed attribution of “excellence” primarily to male scien-
tists becomes problematic for all scientists. By its nature, scientific excel-
lence is difficult to grasp. It is neither a “universal fact” nor a “natural given”. 
It would be misleading to treat excellence as a simple, easily measurable 
characteristic, like height or speed. Instead, it is a composite of many skills 
– carefulness, originality, clarity, complexity etc. – achieved through a pro-
cess of training and networking, of accumulation and resources. 

Moreover, before being judged and assessed, these qualifications must lead 
to visible and acknowledged achievements. The assessment of excellence de-
pends on the importance that is attributed to each of these characteristics. 
It is a social, highly contextualized construction, and therefore vulnerable 
to different kinds of bias. According to gender specialists, this situation is 
precisely where the influence of gender enters the picture. The figure below 
gives an idea of the complex relationship between “quality” of an individual 
– the black box – and the outcome in measured “excellence.”
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“Quality”
black box

Q

Visibility/-
recognition:
- publications
- social networks
- citations

Q’

Criteria:
- reliability
- validity

Procedures:
- gatekeepers
- transparency

Assessment/-
judgement
Q”

The diagram below gives an idea of the complex relationship between “qual-
ity” of an individual – the black box – and the outcome in measured “excel-
lence”. Gender bias can exist in each one of these aspects and in transitions 
from one stage to the next. 

criteria

Quality is almost never measured directly. It is measured with indicators 
– representations of quality that are believed to reflect scientific quality  
optimally. Bibliometric data is used as a proxy for excellence, quality, and 
ability. Assessing the reliability of judgements requires first an under- 
standing of the relationship between the actual quality of individual re-
searchers (Q) and the representations of scientific quality in publication 
lists Q’. This relationship could be weaker for women than for men, for 
several reasons. 

gender differences in productivity
Since the 1970s many studies have addressed the issue of gender and publi-
cations, the so-called “productivity puzzle” (Zuckerman 1987). On average, 
women tend to publish fewer articles than men (Long 1992; Zuckerman 
1987) but – according to Schiebinger (1999) and Valian (1998) – with each 
paper being more substantive. Papers published by female scholars are cited 
more frequently than papers written by male scientists who are more “pro-
ductive”. 

Recent studies show that productivity is related to academic rank. The 
lower productivity of women can be explained by the fact that their profession- 
al ranks tend to be lower than are those of men. In addition, there are  
important differences between the scientific fields in terms of women’s 
participation and in terms of publication rates and citations. Discipline-
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specific publication traditions can explain the existing gender differences 
in productivity. Within the same category, there is apparently no signifi-
cant gender difference (Bordons et al. 2003). If numbers of publications are 
corrected for position, the difference becomes minimal; full professors (of 
whom the majority is men) produce more publications in less time than 
juniors and people who have temporary contracts. In addition, the stereo-
typical idea that this is generally related to women’s family responsibilities 
has not been confirmed (Fox 2005).

More is better?
A scientific career presupposes long working hours, which creates a rather 
lopsided work–life balance that is difficult for both men and women to at-
tain. The ideal type is essentially a male model of practice, full-time devo-
tion, emphasis on early achievement, and exclusive identification with sci-
ence, without any other social obligations. The way scientific excellence is 
measured creates a specific atmosphere in which competition leads to high 
numbers of publications – but not necessarily to good science. Although 50 
percent of the part-time scientists in the UK are male, the female scientists 
who work part-time are more likely to experience negative effects on their 
positions; they are “time poor” (Rees 2004). In general, male part-timers are 
approaching retirement and thus do not fear for their careers. In fact, they 
are “time rich”. Good indicators of excellence should take into account the 
fact that time-poor people can still be excellent scientists, and should meas-
ure scientific output not only in cumulative terms, but also in relation to 
the amount of time devoted to research.

Research agenda
Conducting good research is not enough to become acknowledged as a good 
researcher. It depends largely on the chosen research topic. Some research 
issues are more likely to lead to “excellent” positions than others. Some fields 
and issues are marginalized, and researchers engaged in issues that are not 
on the research agenda run the risk of under-evaluation. 

As a social institution, science has traditionally been dominated by (white 
and socially privileged) men, and their views of what is important and  
relevant (European Commission 2003: The She Figures 2003). We can ex-
pect that this fact has a strong impact on what is going to be the dominant  
discourses and established research agendas and paradigms. “The scarcity  
of women in senior positions in science inevitably means that their  
individual and collective opinions are less likely to be voiced in policy and 
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decision-making processes” (European Commission 2003: The She Figures 
2003:73). This also means that women’s contribution and influence in set-
ting the research agenda is limited. If we welcome more women in science, 
it is necessary to reflect on epistemologies and research topics. 

This raises the question whether women have specific research interests. 
Addis (2004) suggests that the interests of men and women do not overlap 
completely. In for example the economic sciences in Italy, women appear to 
be more interested in social issues such as development economics or in spe-
cific methodologies such as narrative analysis. According to Allmendinger 
and Hinz (2002) the interest that female scientists show in gender issues is 
the main reason for their relatively low scores in research applications. 

Bibliometrics may be gender biased if the measurements and underlying 
criteria reflect the scientific activities of men and women differently. A cit-
ation index that focuses primarily on the natural sciences and covers only 
20 percent of the journals in the social sciences and humanities has limited 
validity as a measure for the achievements of female scientists. The citation 
may reflect practices so different as to render the counting meaningless or 
biased. 

Social production of excellence

Talent and merit are not the only factors that determine whose papers will 
be published or whose application will be approved; these judgements are 
also affected by social capital (by which I mean access to resources and  
positions of power), especially in the current situation of overproduction of 
publications. Publications alone are insufficient to distinguish oneself as a 
scientist; publications must be read, discussed and cited. A work needs to be 
visible to be communicated (Mahlck 2001). 

Participation in academic networks is important, and having the right 
formal and informal connections is apparently crucial to a successful career 
trajectory (Kemelgor and Etzkowitz 2001). Scientists pay most attention to 
well-known or already established researchers. Due to a lack of social capital 
women scientists run the risk of under-citation. 

From this point of view, citations are by-products of participation in lar-
ger networks as well as measures of intrinsic scientific quality. They do not 
mirror “quality” in an unambiguous way but rather represent a mixture of 
“quality” and “social embeddedness”. 
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Procedures

gate keeping
According to the ETAN report, gatekeepers are generally middle-aged 
male academics. Women are clearly under-represented as gatekeepers, due 
to their under-representation in the power structures of academia. There 
is some evidence that there is a gender difference in views of interesting  
research (Allmendinger & Hinz, 2002; Addis, 2004). Women seem to be 
more sensitive to socially relevant issues and more focused on gender issues.  
From this point of view, we can expect an unintended influence on the  
success rate of female scientists. 

Stereotyping, transparency, and accountability
A central question is whether similar achievements are assessed differently 
for men and for women. Social psychological research shows that gender 
is clearly a factor in assessment procedures, largely because of unintended 
stereotyping (Banaji & Greenwald 1995). Several experiments on gender- 
based double standards conducted by Foschi clearly indicate a double stand-
ard in assessment processes (Foschi 1996 and 2005). These gender-biased 
judgements appear to be pervasive: both men and women apply double 
standards when working as evaluators of themselves and of others. 

Further – and more importantly from a strategic point of view – Foschi’s 
research shows that the effects of double standards decreased when the as-
sessors are held accountable for the results by making the assessment public 
and known to the assessed. Providing explicit standards rather than allow-
ing assessors to generate and use their own criteria reduce the gender bias. 
Double standards flourish when assessments, assessors, and criteria are not 
made public, thus leaving much room for subjective and uncontrolled judge- 
ments.

conclusion

The central premise of the evaluation process – the best will win – is not 
fully realized. There seems to be a discrepancy between discourse and actual 
practice. Although meritocracy and innovation are at the heart of the sci-
entific value system, many of the elements in the actual functioning of the 
system cause an unintentional tendency towards conservatism (Rip 1997). 
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Moreover, excellence is not a personal trait, nor a direct reflection of merit. 
It is also partly a product of a stimulating environment, of encouragement 
and a well functioning network.

What needs to be done? Firstly, we need a better understanding of the 
dynamics that take place during assessment and selection. We need more 
research on psychological and sociological aspects of gender-specific career 
orientations and on competition in academia. Furthermore, we need to de-
sign a multifaceted action plan for five to seven years on mentoring, asses-
sors’ training, role models, transparency and accountability. Most effective 
would perhaps be to give very concrete rewards for those departments and 
organizations that are successful in attracting more women in senior posi-
tions. Change has to occur at both individual and institutional level. If we 
want to realize meritocracy – and I am convinced that we do – we need to 
abolish all these unintended biases and realize women’s potential as much 
as possible. And we need to do it quickly. 
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SuPPoRting ReSeaRch 
of higheSt Quality

arne Johansson
Secretary General of Natural and Engineering Sciences 
at the Swedish Research Council. 

In this lecture I will illustrate different aspects of the review process and 
the search for excellence in science. In Sweden approximately half of the 
research funding is administrated by the Swedish Research Council. Our 
main task is to support research of the highest quality, so finding excellence 
in science is obviously crucial to our activities. 

Areas of responsibility for the Swedish Research Council are research 
funding, research policy and science communication. The first task is the 
most important, but in the last few years the Research Council has played a 
more significant part in research policy. Today, we communicate more with 
the research community, and the Council has become an important chan-
nel to the Government, for those who want to influence long-term Swedish 
science policies. 

The budget per year for research funding is around 2.5 billion Swedish 
crowns. The amount will increase in the next four years, and thus the research 
resources will be administered to a larger extent by the Research Council. The 
Scientific Council of Natural and Engineering sciences is given around 1 bil-
lion Swedish crowns per year for supporting basic research of highest quality. 

Rather unusual in an international comparison is that the Swedish Re-
search Council is based on a “bottom up procedure” in the scientific com-
munity. A majority of the members of the Research Council are elected 
from the universities in a procedure where all the universities may have 
electors, which in turn elect the members of the Research Council. The 
Scientific Councils elect their own secretary generals. The majority of the 
members on the boards are active researchers, and even the secretary gen-
erals are expected to continue their research careers. The Research Council 
supports positions, research projects and, influenced by the international 
trend, also centres of excellence. The organization includes three scientific 
councils and two committees. 

The network for research funding involves many people. The staff at the 
head office in Stockholm consists of 140 employees. The members in the 
scientific councils are about 90 people from the scientific community; the 
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peer review groups engage about 400 people. Furthermore we have other 
committees that involve 300 people in Sweden, and we also engage about 
200 experts, partially from Sweden, partially from abroad.

Last year we received 2,274 applications in the natural and engineering 
sciences, and the main task for the peer review panels is actually to reject 
proposals. The competition is tough; each year almost 80 percent of the 
proposals are rejected, and thus about 20 percent are accepted. The projects 
that are funded are often given substantially less money than the amount 
people applied for. 

In certain areas peer review is sometimes combined with a criterion of 
relevance. There used to be a specially allocated fund for the support of 
long-term basic research with energy related aspects. As a consequence of 
a political agreement we would receive 50 million crowns per year for what 
was then a small research area, biodiversity. The first couple of years it was 
difficult to find high-quality research projects, and even to get sufficient 
numbers of applications. Since then the scientific quality and the numbers 
of research projects in the field have increased a great deal. This shows that 
this kind of political pressure can be effective, in that it can give rise to 
rapid development in a chosen scientific field. I think this might have some 
bearing on excellence in gender research, in the sense that it is important to 
have a “protected” pot of money where the relevance issues at least are con-
sidered to be very important, if one wants to construct a a fairly new area.

When reviewing proposals we try to give equal weight to (on a 1–5 scale) 
research competence and merits (based on CVs and publications records) 
and to the quality of the research project. One should not think that the 
quality of applications is measured only by the quality of the researcher, 
related to numbers of citations and publications. Actually, the outcome can 
be very different from the ranking of scientific competence, and this is an 
aspect that we have worked on a lot since the Research Council was formed 
in 2001. Before that time (at least in the natural sciences) the tradition was 
to look at CVs and publication records to a very large extent. 

In examining the quality of the research projects we do not have simple 
indicators such as numbers of publications and citations. The evaluation 
process is more intuitive. It is often based on scientific traditions in diffe-
rent fields, which also means that it can be somewhat conservative in this 
respect. 

The scientific councils are also expected to look at scientific renewal and 
to support young researchers, a task in which the panels have been suc-
cessful. Last year 25 percent of the proposals that were funded came from 
researchers younger than 40 years old. The third step in a quality assessment 
is an assessment of feasibility, which is not given any weight in the quality 
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grading, but could influence the priority of the projects. For example, there 
are some high risk projects where the feasibility is low, but which it could 
still be worthwhile to sponsor. 

So – do we usually find the best projects? Do we find the best scientific 
quality? Do we miss projects of very high quality? Of course, there is always 
the risk that we miss the really new ideas, and ground-breaking research 
is extremely hard to find. If we look at recent examples in the history of 
science, there is Feigenbaum in physics, who did not receive any funding 
for seven years and was almost kicked out from his university, but when 
he finally published his results, he was awarded a number of prizes almost 
immediately for his findings on period doubling, etc., with relevance for 
chaos research. Another example is Darwin, who was considered a very poor 
student. His father was constantly complaining about him and he did not 
succeed in his medical and law studies. Finally he took a degree in theology. 
When he tried to get his book published in The Quarterly Review he was told 
that he should focus on something more useful instead, such as pigeons. But 
his book has never gone out of print since then.

It is important to reflect on this at a time when the trend is to support 
strong research environments. We try to find the ground-breaking ideas and 
give a lot of money to those who have the potential to take a significant step 
forward in certain areas. Sweden is one of many countries experimenting 
in this area. Here, we plan to give up to 10 million Swedish crowns per year 
to groups over a ten-year period. Supporting strong research environments 
will have a strong influence on the restructuring of the universities, but we 
are not very certain about the effects. I hope this leads to a debate about 
how we might support a variety of research at the same time as we spend a 
lot of resources in certain areas. 

Besides giving an average grade on the research competence and quality of 
research projects, we also allow ourselves to change priorities, for example if 
a person already has funding from the Research Council. We can also give a 
higher priority to a project from considerations of gender aspects, mobility 
of researchers, potential of young researchers and interdisciplinary aspects. 

There are 21 peer review groups in the natural and engineering sciences. 
The group members are experts and researchers in the field. We try to avoid 
having closed communities, and the process in the review groups is often 
complemented by an open procedure with international researchers invited 
into the groups. We have changed the Council’s tradition in the direction 
of a more rapid exchange of group members and larger numbers of reviews 
from international experts. Nowadays, we also try to engage experts from 
outside Sweden as evaluation group members. One reason for this is to av-
oid conflicts of interest in assessments. 
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Each application is read by three to five experts and discussed in the review 
group, either in the group or in a combination with people inside and out-
side the panel (and with the possibility to take in international reviewers). 
The names of the members of the review panels and the external reviewers 
are public. 

We try to have an equal portion of men and women in the peer review 
groups, but we do not always succeed. On the board of the natural and engi-
neering sciences, the number of women and men is the same, which is good 
since there are definitely many more male researchers in these scientific 
areas. Usually about 17 percent of the applicants in the natural and engine-
ering sciences are women, and this is probably also true of the portion of 
female researchers in these sciences. The review groups do include women 
but some fields are dominated by men. 

Let me come back to the criterion of relevance that I mentioned before. 
We used to have so called relevance groups looking at applications in both 
energy research and biodiversity. These groups consisted of active research-
ers, but also of other kinds of experts from relevant organizations and  
public authorities in the field, for example the Swedish Energy Authority. In 
these types of reviewing, the ranking is strongly influenced by the relevance 
grade, so this is apparently an instrument that could be used to protect a 
new field. 

At the Swedish Research Council we have looked at the success rate for 
men and women in the evaluation process. The analysis was made by in-
dependent experts and shows that the success rates are equal for men and 
women for positions and general applications. 

I would like to end with a few remarks. Independent relevance and sci-
entific quality assessments have been crucial for handling relatively new re-
search areas and other special areas. It is extremely important to include as 
much international assessments as possible in the measurement of research 
quality. One should relate to international standards and the international 
research front and try to involve international members in the review groups, 
as well as support researchers to collaborate on an international level.
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conStRucting Scientific Quality

constraints and Biases in grant Review Processes

liv langfeldt
Senior Researcher at NIFU STEP (Norwegian Institute for Studies in Research 
and Higher Education/Center for Innovation Research). 

The point of departure in my lecture are some major conclusions that may 
be drawn from the literature and empirical studies of peer review (Mahoney 
1977; Cole et al. 1981; Ceci & Peters 1982; Chubin & Hackett 1990; Cicchetti 
1991; Travis & Collins 1991): 
• Different reviewers often have substantially different assessments of the 

same research (regarding both applications and manuscripts) in all fields.
• Different kinds of bias may affect reviews. 

I will discuss and illustrate these problems with results from different em-
pirical studies of peer review, giving special attention to issues related to 
non-disciplinary areas such as gender research. Three different perspectives 
are used to elucidate the constraints and biases of peer review processes:
1. The role of peer review in the research community: reviewers as gate- 

keepers and the importance of reputation and networks.
2. Problems of uncertainty in assessing research quality.
3. Effects of various ways of organising peer review. 

Perspective 1: the role of peer review in the research community
Peer review is a central social control institution in the research community. 
It defines losers and winners in the competition for positions, for grants, for 
publication of results and for all kinds of awards. Used as a research policy 
tool, it has two major functions:
• It is supposed to ensure traditions and standards of research quality. The 

reviewers are the gatekeepers who ensure that the traditions and standards 
of good research are fulfilled. 

• The implied competition for recognition and resources is also supposed to 
increase the quality of research, by providing everyone with incentives for 
doing their best. 
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Both functions have some malfunctions. Firstly, processes that distribute re-
putation and money give the awarded a better platform for obtaining more 
reputation and money (the so called “Matthew Effect”, see Merton 1968 & 
1988). Secondly, using established researchers as gatekeepers to ensure qua-
lity implies some structural bias – towards the fields and directions that are 
represented among the gatekeepers. 

This underscores the power structures in the research community. On 
the other hand, it may also open for peer review as an arena for communication 
and competition between different scholarly directions and opinions. This 
implies some particular challenges for non-conventional and interdiscip- 
linary research. 

challenges for non-conventional and interdisciplinary research
Peer review implies that the concept of quality, and the allocation of re-
sources and honour, are defined and guarded by established and renowned 
scholars. Research in emerging fields and interdisciplinary research will often 
be assessed by researchers in established fields. Moreover, the inherent 
conservativeness in the review processes entails clear incentives for meeting 
established standards, and less incentive for doing unconventional research. 

It should also be noted that interdisciplinary and unconventional research 
often lacks its own arenas for judging and awarding quality. The existence of 
such arenas may be taken as part of the definition of a scholarly discipline. To 
achieve status as a research discipline, one needs institutional independence in 
terms of one’s own scientific journals, conferences, associations and university 
departments. This gives the authority to define and certify quality (Dahl & 
Sørensen 1997: 11–12). In other words, ownership of such institutions entails 
the ability to define the boundaries and direction of a research area through 
educating and certifying researchers and appointing candidates to academic 
positions, selecting manuscripts for publications and choosing members for 
various other kinds of certification and award committees. 

Consequently, we may easily predict that interdisciplinary research will 
encounter problems in peer review as far as interdisciplinary research does 
not have independent arenas that define and award quality. Still, in existing 
studies of bias against interdisciplinary research in grant review we find 
little support for such worries. At least when using a very broad definition 
of interdisciplinarity or when the line between disciplinary and interdiscip-
linary research is defined by the evaluees themselves, interdisciplinary pro-
jects seem not to have a smaller chance of getting funding than disciplinary 
projects (Sandström et al. 2005). 

conStRucting Scientific Quality
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Perspective 2: the uncertainty of assessments
The second perspective is inspired by the theory of uncertainty. A paper by 
George Akerlof called “The Market for ‘Lemons’: Qualitative Uncertainty and 
the Market Mechanism” (Akerlof 1970) can be used to illustrate uncertainty 
in peer review. A lemon is American slang for a bad second-hand car, whereas 
a cream puff is slang for a superb second-hand car. When we speak about food 
there is no problem distinguishing lemons from cream puffs; at a grocery you 
do not risk ending up with a lemon if you want a cream puff. Hence, there is 
no asymmetrical information between buyer and seller. But, when it comes to 
used cars, there is. The car owner has information about the quality of the car, 
but the buyer cannot be sure to get this information and consequently cannot 
know whether he pays for a lemon or a cream puff. What we need is some 
kind of guarantee or a professional third party to examine the car. 

When it comes to research, this is the role of peer review. But the degree 
of uncertainty is much more fundamental than in the case of second hand 
cars. George Akerlof’s paper may illustrate the fundamental uncertainty in 
peer review. The paper was rejected by three journals before it was finally 
published in Quarterly Journal of Economics. And in 2001 Akerlof was awarded 
the Nobel Prize in economics for this article. In other words, a paper written 
in 1966–67 was refused by three journals, published by the fourth and finally 
awarded a Nobel Prize 34 years after it was written. 

What information might we get through grant review, i.e. before this 
research is even done? All applications may look equally good, or those of 
the most original thinkers or most ambitious applicants may actually seem 
much more risky and less prepared than the average experienced applicant. 
There is not only asymmetric information, but also fundamental lack of 
information on all levels as the applicant does not know the result.

The rejections of Akerlof’s paper also illustrate the difficulties unconventional 
and groundbreaking research faces. The first two journals rejected the paper be-
cause “the topic was trivial”. The third rejection included referee reports argu- 
ing that the paper was incorrect. “If this paper was correct, economics would 
be different” was added to the argument for this rejection (Akerlof 2003: 6).

The uncertainty in assessments is also visible when we look at review criteria. 
We may say that there are four major aspects of review, but there are very 
many different ways of understanding them, both between and within 
different research fields (Gulbrandsen 2000):
• Solid research: well founded, thorough, adequate methods etc. 
• Original research: novel, groundbreaking etc. 
• Scholarly value: cumulative, generability etc. 
• Societal value: implications and benefits for the society etc. 
 (depending on who is judging from what perspective).

conStRucting Scientific Quality
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For specific review tasks criteria may be detailed, but their interpretation 
may still vary. Fürst (1988) studied the basis for evaluations of candidates 
for professorships in Norway. According to the rules a certain amount of 
“breadth” is required for obtaining a professorship. There was, however, a 
large variation in how the criteria were interpreted. Studying the review 
documents, Fürst found some interesting patterns in the use of these criteria.

The research of female candidates were typically described as either narrow 
and one-sided, or spread across many areas. For the research of male competi-
tors terms such as depth, thematic coherence, or good breadth were used (Fürst 
1988, referred in Langfeldt 2002:61). In other words, what is seen as a positive 
characteristic for male candidates is seen as a negative characteristic for female  
candidates. The study concludes that these selection processes tend to be  
biased against female candidates. And the choice of words to describe how broad 
and deep the scope of a researcher’s work is, is one of the major examples. 

Perspective 3: the way review is organized affects the outcome  
of the review
In my own studies I have found several organizational factors that influence 
the outcome: Who are the reviewers, and who selects them? What specialities,  
traditions and scholarly interests are represented? Is information from the 
evaluees used in the selection of the reviewers, or are the evaluees allowed  
to comment on the reviewers’ judgements? Such input may serve an  
important role in detecting and avoiding bias caused by lack of match of  
scholarly direction between reviewers and reviewed. 

Other important factors include the way decisions are made in review 
processes, including various ranking procedures. The issue of decision- 
making processes is especially relevant when reviewing grant applications 
– as decision-making here may be organized in very many different ways 
and ends up with a ranking list and a cut-off line. 

The differences between majority decisions and methods that allow single  
panel members to be decisive for the outcome may illustrate that the ran-
king method itself is important for the outcome of review:
A: Given that the panel members’ different ratings represent conflicting 

scholarly norms and interests – if all panel members get their favourite 
candidate funded this gives pluralism. (Given that there is some scholarly 
pluralism on the panel, of course.) When a broad spectrum of views are 
represented on the panel, and there is room for argumentation and for 
changing one’s opinions, there are better chances for cases where non-
conventional projects are found interesting by single members who succeed 
in convincing the rest of the panel about the value of the project.

conStRucting Scientific Quality
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B: Methods that eliminate proposals that a majority of panel members do 
not give priority to tend to support uncontroversial and safe projects. 
Agreement on a high ranking of a proposal often indicates that the project 
is uncontroversial regarding research questions, scientific methods, etc. 
Disagreement indicates controversial research and risk-projects. 

The panel’s choice of ranking method, A or B, may have far-reaching impli-
cations on the chances for various kinds of research to be funded. The over-
all conclusion from these two examples is that there is an inherent tension 
between the different aims of research councils: thorough and reliable peer 
review on the one hand and various policy aims on the other. Methods that 
give thorough and reliable peer review are contrary to those methods that 
open for more randomness in outcome – and more pluralism and unconven-
tional research (Langfeldt 2001).

Who may be gatekeepers?
Conflicts of interest is another issue that relates to the question of bias in 
peer review. There are large variations between funding organizations in 
what kinds of relations disqualifies a reviewer. For example, in some research 
councils a reviewer may not review any applications from his/her own in- 
stitution. In other councils they may. In some councils reviewers may not 
apply for grants, or applicants may not review competing applications. In 
other councils they may (Langfeldt et al. 2003).

Regardless of this, rules for conflicts of interest normally cover a small 
part of what can be defined as bias in peer review. In terms of more structural 
scholarly bias, excluding a reviewer who has a formal conflict of interest, 
in many cases probably has little impact. In the figure below, four different 
categories of bias in peer review are defined.

Figure 1. Categories of bias in peer review

 Cognitive constraint Interests
 A B 
Professional bias Scholarly Research interests 
 (pre)conceptions 
 of good/bad research
 C D 
Personal bias Personal cognitive Personal interests 
 constraints
(From: Langfeldt 2002)
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Conflicts of interest concentrate on category D and are consequently seldom 
a tool for regulating structural (professional) bias. Scholarly bias is seldom 
explicitly included in the regulation of conflict of interests in peer review. 
On the other hand, research councils have several other means of avoiding 
it (Langfeldt et al. 2003):

• Evaluee-proposed reviewers (or possibility of proposing who should not 
review, or propose one positive and one negative). 

• Openness: access to review documents.
• Evaluee comments on reviews before final ranking.
• A large number of reviewers – resulting in higher probability of including 

more, or all, different scholarly opinions.

implications

the role of peer review in the research community
The first perspective emphasizes the role of gatekeepers and the importance 
of reputation and networks, and that peer review is part of a power struggle 
and may have substantial effects both on individuals and the direction of 
research. From this point of view peer review is just as much a process that 
defines good research as a process discovering it. And this is done in many 
stages: positions – project grants – publications – prizes.

the uncertainty problem
Seen from the second perspective, there is a fundamental lack of informa-
tion and uncertainty about research quality. A larger number of reviewers is 
seen as a way to control the reviewers and handle the uncertainty problem.

Processes affect outcome
From the third perspective, on the other hand, too much focus on certainty 
may be counterproductive as a lot of resources are spent on getting a con-
servative decision – and sometimes a conservative decision is not what is 
wanted. The fact that different procedures have different effects on the 
outcome implies that we need different procedures for different purposes 
– and it is possible to use the choice of review procedure as a policy tool. It 
should also be noted that there are many different ways of organizing peer 
review and this itself might be important for pluralism in research – and an 
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explanation of the broad set of conclusions we find in the different studies 
of bias and reliability in peer review.

Summing up, a major argument is that peer review processes contain 
contrary objectives. On the one hand we want the processes to be fair. We 
want equal treatment of evaluees and no arbitrariness in the outcome. To 
obtain this we need to emphasize rigour and thoroughness. On the other 
hand, policy priorities – such as strengthening weak or important areas and 
encouraging scholarly pluralism or groundbreaking and non-conventional  
research – are often important. But these are contrary objectives, since 
thorough and stringent review processes tend to promote uncontroversial 
and safe projects. Less thorough processes may more easily support uncon-
ventional and controversial research and scholarly pluralism – both as a re-
sult of more randomness and the fact that the outcome more easily departs 
from the opinions of the majority. 

The review processes of the European Young Investigator Award scheme 
(EURYI) may illustrate the problem in relation to interdisciplinary research. 
The review processes were more demanding for interdisciplinary applica-
tions than for the disciplinary ones (only the first call for applications is 
analysed, Langfeldt & Brofoss 2005). Each interdisciplinary application was 
evaluated in two different review panels, whereas other applications were 
evaluated in one panel. The double review was intended to give the interdis-
ciplinary applications a more fair treatment, but seems rather to have dis-
advantaged the interdisciplinary applicants (Langfeldt & Brofoss 2005: 42) 
More reviewers imply a higher probability that doubts will be raised about 
the feasibility of a project. So, in addition to lower probability of a scholarly 
match of applicant and reviewers, interdisciplinary applications also had 
lower probability of a high rating for other reasons. 

The outcome for unconventional and interdisciplinary applications 
would of course be very different if they were reviewed in schemes where 
unconventionality and interdisciplinarity were explicit requirements for 
grants. Then non-conventional research would not need to compete with 
conventional research and be judged by conventional gatekeepers. In this 
way, the most important aspects of grant allocation would be determined 
by the overall budget allocation and not by peer review (Martin 2000). So if 
one wants to bypass the social-cognitive control mechanisms of the research 
community (and take the implied risk of funding futile activities), overall 
budget allocation can be used to “out rule” peer review. 

The lecture is mainly based on Langfeldt, Liv: “The Policy Challenges of Peer Review: Mana-

ging Bias, Conflict of Interests and Interdisciplinary Assessments.” Forthcoming 2006 in 

Research Evaluation.

conStRucting Scientific Quality
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Who aRe the PeeRS?

Who Should determine the Standards of 

excellence in Medical gender Research?

agnes Wold
MD, Ph.D., Associate Professor, Department of Clinical Bacteriology, 
Sahlgrenska Academy, Göteborg University.

In 1959, C. P. Snow wrote an essay on “The Two Cultures”, then exemplified 
by the study of literature and the natural sciences. He claimed that a deep 
crevice of misunderstanding, mistrust and lack of knowledge separated the 
two academic cultures. Although Snow hoped that the social sciences would 
bridge the gap between the natural sciences and the humanities, this did not 
happen. In fact, all subject areas have neatly arranged themselves on either 
side of the gap between the natural sciences and the humanities. 

Gender studies emerged in the 1970s and is placed solidly on the other 
side of the groove from the natural sciences, medicine and technology. The 
two cultures differ profoundly in social organization and in their views on 
scientific excellence. The natural sciences, including technology and medi-
cine, all share a positivist view on science. Such a view is characterized by a 
belief in objective truth, measurable data, and the overall beneficial effects 
of scientific development. These beliefs contrast with the view held in the 
humanities, according to which truth is relative and scientific development 
is not always positive. 

In contrast, the natural sciences pay no respect to disciplinary boundaries 
and have no respect for “theory”, which is considered inferior to data. In my 
opinion, the firm placement of gender studies in the non-positivist area of 
the sciences results in an incapacity to understand and incorporate the most 
vital developments in gender medicine. “Theoretical” gender medicine has 
little appreciation for the more practical and intra-science based criticism 
of the patriarchal practises of medicine, while people within the medical 
profession are not impressed by theoretical considerations published in na-
tional journals. If gender medicine is to have an impact, it must comply with 
the culture and scientific standards of the natural and medical sciences.
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the two cultures
In 1959, C. P. Snow wrote the essay “The Two Cultures”. He was trained as 
a physicist who later became a novelist. In this essay, he described how his 
friends among natural scientists and literary historians were unable to un-
derstand each other. Writers and literary academicians thought of natural 
scientists as arrogant. On the other hand, as Snow pointed out, they them-
selves lacked even basic knowledge about the natural sciences, and were 
not ashamed of being ignorant of the second law of thermodynamics. In 
contrast, even the most ignorant physician or physicist would know who 
Shakespeare was, according to Snow.

“The Two Cultures” was immediately heavily criticized. But the term had 
never survived had it not pointed to something fundamentally true. The 
two cultures exist. The natural sciences, technology and medicine stand on 
one side of the great scientific divide. The humanities and social sciences 
(which Snow hoped would be able to bridge the divide) are found on the 
other side. New academic disciplines tend to place themselves on either 
side. One example is nursing, which when being “academized” did not se-
diment with medicine, but on the other side of the great scientific divide 
together with the social sciences and humanities. The reason for this is not 
self-evident, since many nurses had obtained their Ph.D.s in traditional bio-
medical disciplines (Figure 1.). 

Figure 1. The two cultures. The natural sciences and the humanities belong to two different 

cultures, separated by a gap of misunderstanding and sometimes hostility. Gender studies 

belong to the humanities – social science culture. From: Wold.
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Gender studies emerged in the 1970s, commencing with women’s history 
and an interest in female writers. Thus, the humanities were the birth-place 
of academic gender studies, which then spread to the social sciences. Today, 
there is some consensus about the necessity of having a gender perspective 
in almost all disciplines, with the possible exception of mathematics and 
some pure natural sciences. Medicine is a field where the gender perspective 
is immensely relevant. Gender-biased medicine affects the health of people. 
Furthermore, medicine is one of the most powerful ideology producers in 
modern developed societies, maybe second in influence only to the mass media.

As a result, gender medicine has become an academic sub-discipline.  
However, is it apart of medicine, or gender studies? In the first case, criteria 
for defining and evaluating gender medicine should be based on the 
standards of excellence applied in the natural science culture. In the 
second case, the views on what constitutes excellence in gender medicine 
will be those prevailing in the culture of the humanities and social sciences. 
These are completely different, as I will explain below.

the social organization of the natural sciences

The natural sciences, medicine and technology are organized similarly and 
have a similar view on science and scientific excellence. They are sometimes 
called “laboratory sciences”, although they are often not carried out in the 
laboratory. Medicine is not. Mathematics and parts of theoretical physics are 
purely theoretical. Still, the organization and ideology is very similar in all 
natural sciences. 

The basic unit in the natural sciences is the research group, which may 
hold anything between 2 and 20 people. The research group is headed by a 
“principal investigator”, whose job is somewhat similar to that of running 
a small family firm. Thus, the size of the research group depends almost 
entirely on the ability of the principal investigator to raise funding. The re-
search group may contain Ph.D. students, post-docs and technicians. There 
is mutual loyalty between the principal investigator and those employed in 
the research group, because the staff depends on him or her for funding and 
guidance, while the he or she depends on the ability of the research staff to 
carry out the laboratory work. 

On the contrary, the research group has little loyalty or sense of belonging 
to a certain department or even discipline, because most university de-
partments today do not provide financial support to their researchers. The 
research group is mainly externally funded and, hence, freely movable. 

Who aRe the PeeRS?



Reaching foR Scientific excellence in gendeR ReSeaRch 35

a common ground in natural science – positivism 
Whereas there is little loyalty toward the department, subject or university, 
natural scientists have quite a strong feeling of belonging to a common glo-
bal research community, which shares a common scientific ideology. This 
ideology is positivism.

Positivism consists of a number of beliefs:
1. Objective truth exists. 
2. Objective science uncontaminated by the researcher’s views can be achieved  

(although with difficulty).
3. Scientific development is basically positive (even if science can be mis-

used).
4. Data have precedence over theories. Theories are temporary construc-

tions of little value until proven by data.
5. All (natural) sciences are part of one single science. Departments, sub-

jects etc. are only administrative units (mainly constructed for teaching 
purposes) that carry little emotional value.

6. Science is international. Publication in national journals or books does 
not count.

7. The quality of science is determined by
 a. the quality of the science conducted
 b. the importance of the problem solved (relevance).
8. The quality of science is reflected (although imperfectly) by the impact of 

the journal in which it is published.
9. Truth will show up in the end. Scientific fights will be solved by them-

selves because nature will show who was right and who was wrong.

Very few people in the humanities share these beliefs. They consider posi-
tivism naïve, underdeveloped and primitive. The positivist’s belief in objec-
tivity strive for “pure science” uncontaminated by the researcher’s points of 
view, and the positive view on scientific development is considered as lack 
of “reflexivity”. 

On the other hand, natural scientists do not understand academic fights 
between different “schools” in the humanities and social sciences and do not 
understand how one can produce research that does not include empirical 
data. Further, they do not understand the reverence of “theory”. Below, I 
will try to explain some parts of the natural science culture that may seem 
confusing to people on the other side of the division line between the two 
cultures.

Who aRe the PeeRS?
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objective truth and the researcher’s influence on the research results
Natural scientists believe in objective truth and that it can be revealed  
through carefully conducted studies or experiments. Natural scientists are 
well aware of the risk that prejudice and pre-conceptions can lead to faulty 
interpretation of data, and even generation of false data. Different proced-
ures have been developed to minimize such effects, for example blinding and 
placebo-controlled studies. Blinding means that the observer does not know 
whether the observed object is in the treatment or control group. Studies 
which are not blinded (so called “open” studies) are considered of low value. 
Placebo is inactive treatment – necessary because a patient will behave dif-
ferently if she believes she is treated, or just because she is being observed. 
This “placebo effect” may even induce changes in physical parameters such 
as blood pressure. In double-blind placebo-controlled studies, neither the 
patient, nor the doctor knows whether treatment is given or not. 

disrespect of theories
Natural science lacks respect for and interest in theories. Natural scientists 
also produce theories, but they are considered simple and dispensable tools 
for designing experiments and clinical studies. When the study has been 
made, a new theory is put forward and a new study is performed.

Quite often, the researcher has no prior theory at all. For example, in bot-
any or medicine, mapping of the flora in a region or mapping the bacteria in 
the nose is no less a scientific endeavour than doing an experiment aiming 
to prove or disprove a theory. Research plans, theses, etc. usually do not con-
tain any heading labelled “theory”. At least in medicine, the preferred term 
is “aim”, under which heading you explain what you intend to do.

The disrespect of theory is immediately evident upon inspection of a the-
sis in natural science. Whereas people in the humanities may write at length 
naming people whose theories have inspired them and from whom they 
have borrowed terms and definitions, nothing of this sort is found in the 
natural sciences, including technology and medicine. Ph.D. students thank 
technicians and secretaries for providing practical help, their supervisors 
for “guidance and support” and for sharing their knowledge of the research 
field, and all research colleagues for providing a nice social atmosphere. No 
mention of anyone lending any theories on which the research was based. 
The scientific endeavour is seen as a piece of quite heavy work, carried out 
in a research group. A very down-to-earth view.

In the natural sciences, a theory not supported by data has practically no 
value, and a theory supported by data is no longer a theory. Being “theoretical” 
is not considered desirable among natural scientists; it rather signifies a person 
who is not capable of doing real, hard scientific work. Scientific work consists 
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of designing and carrying out high-quality studies. To complete a complex 
study may take years, while the theory being tested could have been generated 
at a coffee break or picked up from a lecture at a scientific meeting. 

In natural science, the research group that performs a study gets the credit,  
not the person who has put forward the theory on which the study is based, 
which no one probably remembers by the time the study is finished. As 
most natural sciences are based on complicated and laborious techniques 
that take many years to learn, a new Ph.D. student cannot decide on his/her 
research project. The methods and area of study will follow automatically  
when he/she chooses a research group and principal investigator. What char- 
acterizes a successful principal investigator is that he/she has a sense for 
which ideas (“theories”) can be proven or falsified given the available methods  
and technical equipment. Such a person will be popular and attract many 
Ph.D. students who need to know that their hard work in the laboratory will 
result in at least some papers within four years.

disrespect of boundaries between disciplines
A peculiarity among human scientists, completely incomprehensible to the 
natural scientist, is the inclination to discuss boundaries between discip- 
lines. To a natural scientist, science is universal and methods can be freely im-
ported from neighbouring disciplines either by learning the methods, or by 
collaborating with someone who has the right experience. Which strategy  
one chooses is a practical and economical matter. Medical departments  
(anatomy, histology, etc.) have been constructed for the purpose of organizing 
the teaching of physicians-to-be. Today, almost everyone in the biomedical 
field uses similar types of technology and little attention is paid to the affilia-
tion of the researcher. No one is surprised to find cancer researchers in immun-
ology departments and immunology researchers in pathology departments. 

a common scale which (almost) all agree on: quality, novelty and relevance
Natural scientists believe that in theory scientific quality can be measured 
and that there is a common scale on which all science can, in principle, be 
measured. The rank is decided by three characteristics of the research: its 
inherent quality, its novelty and its usefulness to humankind. 

The quality of a study is judged by the ingenuity of the study design, the diffi- 
culty in performing the study and the reliability of the data. Ideally, the design  
should be simple and elegant, generating clear-cut data that are easy to interpret. 

A sine qua non quality of papers in natural science is that they must be novel. It 
is strictly prohibited to publish the same data twice (unless one writes a re-
view). An original publication is usually an article in a journal where original 
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data is presented and this can only be done once. The scientific community 
is extremely strict with this – all scientific journals require that you promise 
that the data shown in the paper has never been published before.

The third quality variable is importance to humankind, or “relevance”. 
When you write a research proposal in most natural sciences, not the least 
in medicine, a section on “relevance” is mandatory. Relevance signifies the 
potential utility of the research to the human (global) community. For ex-
ample, research on a microbe that causes life-threatening disease in humans 
is considered more relevant than similar research considering a microbe 
that causes disease in animals, or microbes that do not cause disease. 

Although many researchers complain about it, the common value scale is 
based on supply and demand on a publishing market. Everyone tries to pub-
lish in a journal of the highest possible prestige, which quite conveniently 
is listed in databases in the form of “impact factors”. The impact factor is 
calculated as the average number of times a paper in this journal is cited by 
other researchers during one year and may vary between <0.1 and >40. Dif-
ferent biomedical disciplines have different average journal impact factors 
with molecular genetics on the top of the list. Generalized cross-discipline 
journals, such as Nature and Science, carry the highest impact factors. Even 
though it – in theory – is possible that an extremely important paper could 
appear in a low-prestige journal, it rarely happens. Few would argue that one 
paper in Nature is worth less than many papers in low-prestige journals. 

data versus theory
To generalize, one may say that theory and data are the respective holy grails 
of the humanities and natural sciences. A natural scientist would not be up-
set because another researcher has stolen her theory, because it is not con-
sidered wrong to take other people’s ideas as a starting point for an experi-
ment or study. On the contrary, a natural scientist will be extremely upset 
if someone steals his/her data. For example, it is considered theft if a se-
nior scientist or colleague publishes data generated through someone else’s 
work without acknowledging this person. This goes for both technicians 
(who are acknowledged under a special heading in the paper) and fellow re- 
searchers (who are given co-authorship on the paper if they have contributed 
significantly). Where to draw the line between a simple acknowledgement 
and co-authorship is a very sensitive issue, debated endlessly. Very many in 
the natural sciences believe that they once or twice have been bereaved of 
rightful co-authorship and that they also may have been forced to include 
people on the author list who they believe did not contribute enough to 
really have the right to be co-authors. On the contrary, I have never heard 
anyone complaining about her theory having been stolen.
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gender medicine – what are the questions? 

Gender medicine can be regarded as a discipline that investigates the inter-
section between society and human biology. According to my view, at least 
three areas can be considered central to gender medicine:
1. Studies of how society’s gendered structure affects the health of men and 

women.
2. Studies of how medical practise – including research and teaching – is affected  

by gender stereotypes and by women’s lower societal value compared to men’s.
3. Studies on how medicine acts as a conveyer of patriarchal ideology, by 

transforming common prejudice and patriarchal ideas in society into 
pseudobiology, thereby providing a pseudoscientific support for men’s 
dominance over women and restriction of women’s power and freedom.

The first domain that I consider part of gender medicine, can be exemplified 
by research on whether the fact that women have heavier and lower paid 
jobs and less free time at their disposal, or their subordination in the family 
affects women’s health (Orth-Gomer et al. 2000). This research is often  
carried out in the area of social medicine, which is the area of medicine 
closest to the social sciences (Figure 2.). 

Figure 2. Whereas gender studies traditionally belong to the humanities and social sciences, a 

type of practical/political gender medicine is practised within the natural science culture. 

In order for this type of activity to have an impact on medical practice and thought, it has 

to be based in the natural science culture. Today, this type of practical/political study and 

practise is not being recognized as part of gender studies, which is placed on the other side 

of the gap that divides the two scientific cultures from one another. From: Wold.
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The second domain – how medical practise is a part of patriarchal ideology 
and has thereby treated women as second-rate citizens – has no less than 
exploded in the last few years. Pivotal work from Sweden has demonstrated 
hard facts, which prove that women get cheaper drugs and are given less 
advanced care when they suffer from an acute heart attack (Johansson et 
al. 1999). This can be attributed to two things: the male body has been the 
norm in medical research and teaching, and women are always supposed to 
cost less – hence they are given cheaper drugs and less advanced treatment. 

The third domain listed above, is the study of how medicine has been 
used to shame, blame and control women. The history of medicine (like the 
history of all disciplines) is a catalogue of such patriarchal practises. We can 
start with the shaming of the female (but not the male) sex drive by creating 
the pseudomedical diagnosis “nymphomaniac”, for which there is no cor-
responding male diagnosis. We can continue by reading a common text-
book in gynaecology claiming that women working outside the home are 
often sexually “frigid”. Psychiatrists have blamed mothers, but not fathers, 
for every mental suffering of their children, including autism, schizophrenia  
and anorexia. And so forth…

A personal interest of mine, as a microbiologist, is the pseudoscientific 
support for the idea that women should clean their homes. One hundred 
years ago, Western society suffered from phobias of infectious diseases, quite  
reasonably, since young people could die from pneumonia, appendicitis 
or diphtheria, suddenly and unexpectedly. Infections easily spread among 
poor people living in crowded conditions. But women were told that if they 
scrubbed and cleaned well enough, they could fight the microbes and, hence, 
the infections. In fact, microbes that cause human disease spread practically 
exclusively from person to person, or, sometimes from infected animals to 
people, and ordinary scrubbing and cleaning generally do not affect microbes 
very much. Interestingly, as infectious diseases were drastically reduced in 
the 20th century, allergies started to appear, probably as a direct result of a re-
duced exposure to microbes. Now the medical profession started giving ad-
vice that cleaning would help against allergy. Although there is no scientific 
support to the claim that general cleanliness would reduce either the spread 
of infectious diseases or allergies, the Swedish National Board of Health and 
Welfare (Socialstyrelsen) stated only a few years ago that this was the case. 

Furthermore, Swedish health authorities have claimed that breastfeeding 
reduces the risk of allergies, despite lack of supportive data. As a result, many 
thousands of mothers have been led to believe that if they had breastfed for 
a longer period of time; their child would not have developed an allergy. An 
enormous burden of guilt has thereby been placed on Swedish mothers, but 
approximately 30 percent of today’s children develop allergies regardless of 

Who aRe the PeeRS?



Reaching foR Scientific excellence in gendeR ReSeaRch 41

whether they have been breastfed or not. Anyone with the least insight into 
gender politics realizes that a similar “advise” had not been issued, had men 
been the food providers of the baby (Wold 2006).

Who are the peers in gender medicine?

As evident from above, many aspects of medicine should be examined  
through gender glasses. As the human body has been equated with the male 
body in all areas of medicine, except gynaecology, there is a massive task 
to take on in revising all established knowledge, checking whether it also  
applies to women and ridding medical advice of gender stereotyping and 
patriarchal ideology. Interested medical students and teachers have started 
such work in the last few years. Through the work of female feminist scien-
tists one can no longer obtain research support from the EU without provid- 
ing a gender analysis of the proposed study.

Research shows that women’s heart conditions have been treated less ser-
iously than men’s have met with enormous public interest. It has been an 
eye-opener to even the most hopelessly gender-blind old doctor or professor 
and the world’s first centre for gender medicine has opened at the Karolinska 
Institute in Stockholm. A growing number of doctors, nurses and scientists 
in the medical field have understood, in a practical way, how fundamentally 
medicine has helped shape patriarchal ideology. A growing number has also 
engaged in practical activities to remediate medicine from its infection by 
patriarchal thoughts and practice. I call their activities practical/political 
gender medicine (see Figure 2.). There has never been more reason to be op-
timistic than today when medicine, interestingly enough, has become one 
of the great areas for raising gender awareness. 

Everything should be fine, then. However, this practically oriented gen-
der awareness in the medical field is sometimes not considered critical and 
theoretical enough to be labelled “gender medicine”. Some argue that re-
search which simply examines health conditions of women without being 
based on proper feminist theory is only “supplementary” research – i.e. it 
is only “normal”, proper medicine carried out in the ordinary way, but now 
including women. And this type of science does not merit the label “gender  
medicine” (Hammarström 2004). In my opinion, this argument is unproduct- 
ive. It is immensely important to carry out this type of studies. Labelling 
them “supplementary research” instead of “gender medicine” does not help 
moving anything forward. Gender studies in all disciplines started by pay-
ing attention to women and their work and conditions, which earlier had 
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been ignored by male-centred research and teaching. Why should this not 
be done in medicine? 

The importance given to “critical theory” by gender scholars who thereby 
decide what is to be and not be included in gender medicine derives from 
the fact that most gender researchers have belonged to the social sciences 
and humanities. In this culture, a lack of theory shows lack of quality. In the 
natural science culture, however, this is not the case. Quality is shown by the 
impact and relevance of the science, which in turn is determined by the sci-
entific community, in this case the medical scientific community. To them, 
a paper in a high prestige international journal examining large numbers of 
men and women carries more weight than any theoretical reasoning about 
how gender is constructed. 

For example, the fact that women’s heart attacks received less attention 
from the health care system led many people to understand through hard 
facts that women are worth less than men in the society of today. They 
would not have understood this by reading a theoretical argument about it. 
In order to have an impact on the medical community, medical research has 
to be carried out in the way it is normally done in the medical field, according 
to the quality standards generally accepted in the field.

If one accepts that non-natural scientists define gender medicine, the 
effect will be that only parts of the vast medical field will be included, 
namely social medicine and parts of family medicine. These areas are close 
to the social sciences and are less positivist than the rest of medicine. However, 
most parts of medicine where a gender perspective would be immensely 
fruitful would be left out by demanding a proper theoretical framework for 
doing gender research (Figure 3.). This would certainly be counter-productive 
to women’s interests. 

Figure 3. The medical field is very wide and diverse, comprising areas ranging from social 

medicine (which is close to social sciences) to pure biology, the latter termed biomedicine 

and comprising, e.g., genetics, biochemistry, cell biology, microbiology and immunology. 

Traditional gender studies deal with issues that belong to the social sciences and family 

medicine, the areas most closely related to the social sciences. Gender bias in clinical prac-

tise, and fuelling of patriarchal ideology by medicine is being revealed through “practical/

political gender medicine”, which may cover much larger areas than traditionally covered 

by “gender studies”. From: Wold.
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first story: 

on framing: love and law imprisoned in the promised land
In the summer of 2005 the Danish artist, sculptor and professor at the 
Danish Academy of Art, Bjørn Nørgaard (born 1947), exhibited seven plaster 
versions of modified Venuses at an exhibition called Venus mirrors – mirrors 
Venus. One of these Venuses was blindfolded and placed in a small cage of 
barbed wire together with two broken tablets of the Ten Commandments 
and a red signal light in the background. This presentation was called “The 
promised land”.

Second story: 

on the unacceptability of inequality in national politics
In September 2005 the young, female, liberal (Venstre) Danish Minister of 
Social Affairs (born 1964) proclaimed to the press that she was in favour of 
inequality because it would produce dynamism in society.

After a short and heated debate in the media, she was “overruled” by the 
liberal Prime Minister, who proclaimed that the party as such was certainly 
in favour of equality in society. The Minister of Social Affairs then declared 
that she withdrew whatever she had said so far, indicating that she would 
be in support of inequality. The Prime Minister used a significant part of his 
speech at the opening of the Parliament on October 4 2005 to underline his 
support of equality.

third story: 

on the unacceptability of (ethnic) difference
A week after the media campaign against the Minister of Social Affairs, 
another case came up involving a lesbian member (born 1953) of the Danish 
People’s Party, who was also an MP, and at the time running for major of 
Copenhagen at the elections on November 15, 2005. She presented discrim-
inating and racist information about Muslim immigrants on her web page, 
describing immigrants as cancer cells in society, suggesting that criminal 
immigrants should be sent to prisons in Russia for the low price of 25 Danish 
crowns per day. 

ex-cellence, ex-centRicity, ex-cluSiVity, ex-tReMiSM
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After press reactions, the MP withdrew the material and denied her support 
of (some of) the views expressed on the webpage, claiming that it had been 
placed there by her webmaster. A short time later, she was asked to resign 
her membership of Parliament. The public relations officer of the party 
proclaimed on television that the party would not accept “vulgar, sick-
ening and embarrassing” comments. 

One of her major rivals, a young male liberal candidate running for the 
post as major, produced posters about the overrepresentation of criminality 
among young male immigrants without strong reactions in the press.

fourth story: 

on the unacceptability of imperfection – on masculinity and exclusivity
In September 2005, a well-known male Danish artist, filmmaker, journalist, 
and TV-commentator (born 1937), now living in Haiti, published a auto-
biography called The Imperfect Human Being: Scenes from My Life, which got 
very positive reviews. 

On October 7 winds changed and a strong media campaign was started 
by a Danish tabloid famous for its profits from and advertisements of sexual 
services. The author/artist was condemned as snobbish because he expressed  
a taste for expensive Armani clothing. He was criticized for demonstrating 
a lecherous and “lordly/feudal mentality”, in describing his “colonial” sexual 
relationships with a (probably) 17-year-old Haitian girl, the daughter of his 
cook.

His title (Honorary Danish Consul) was revoked. His contract with a Da-
nish television channel to comment at future Tour de France events was can-
celled. He chose to withdraw from guarantees for public funding of a future 
film production. Media attention has been overwhelming. His erotic scandals 
have secured newspaper sales (and book sales) for the hard-pressed media of 
modernity par excellence. He has been both supported and condemned by 
feminist researchers. Danish newspapers have recently launched a three-year 
and very expensive advertising campaign to secure market shares. 

fifth story:

on gender and knowledge
At the end of September 2005 it was announced that the new Rector of the 
University of Copenhagen would be a male physician and former Dean of 
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the Medical Faculty, thus replacing the so far only female rector in the more 
than 500-year-long history of the university. This female rector would also 
be the last one to be elected during the period of the so-called university de-
mocracy, which lasted from 1970 to 2005. During this period the number of 
female candidates at the university increased from 20 percent to 50 percent. 
The number of women among full-time scientific employees increased from 
18 percent to 22 percent on average during the same period of democratic 
reign. The female share of the privileged “scientific estate” in the research 
community has thus hardly increased over the last generation. 

Sixth story:

on gender and government
In February 2005 the former liberal-conservative government was re- 
elected. It renewed its dependence on the support of the populist social-con-
servative and islamophobic Danish People’s Party led by the country’s most 
influential woman. The social democrats changed their leader to a young 
cosmopolitan woman, with a career in the EU-parliament behind her, but 
no experience of national politics. Besides being married into the British  
social democratic leadership, she was immediately nick-named “Gucci-Helle”,  
indicating her taste for expensive dressing and the distance to the rank and 
file of the party. 

On October 15, a new Crown Prince was born, thus silencing the discus-
sion about the need for a change of the succession laws to the Danish throne. 
Had the first-born child been a girl, she would according to the present rules 
have had to give up her rights to the throne for a later born brother. Now 
there will be kings of Denmark for the next two generations, thus leaving 
the reign of Margrethe II as a parenthesis in the Kingdom of Denmark. The 
former parenthesis during the reign of Margrete I occurred about 600 years 
ago, when the merchants belonging to the Hanseatic League were strong. 

Seventh story:

on gendered strategies: “Kvinder bryd ikke sammen, bryd ud” –
“Women, do not break down, break out”.
This was one of the slogans of the feminist movement in the 1970s. Since 
then, the number of depressions has grown rapidly all over the (Western)  
world. Depression is becoming a major health problem (especially for  
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women), and the production of drugs for the treatment of it is becoming a 
major source of income for the medical industry. 

Rapid changes in professional life and family life occur everywhere. In 
eastern and southern Europe as well as in South-East Asia fertility rates  
decline rapidly. In Nordic and Western countries, individualization processes  
have lead to the individuals’ themselves having to take responsibility for 
their success and failure. 

Ambitions are skyrocketing, and a society characterized by status, privi-
leges, excellence and “feudal” characteristics seems to be on the way back. 
Stress and illness seem to be some of the Nordic “individualized” patterns of 
reactions. International comparisons describe the Nordic countries among 
the highest ranking in terms of human well-being and development.

“Depression expresses a human dilemma in a society where the highest 
value is independence, a society characterized by personal responsibility 
and personal insecurity”, writes French sociologist Alain Ehrenberg.

Scientific excellence in context

on reframing: ideals, orientations and combinations for the 
production of knowledge by men and women in world society
In 1974 Dutch legal sociologist, Professor and former Director of the library 
at the Peace Palace in the Hague (1952–69), Bart Landheer, produced a small 
book called The Role of Knowledge in the World System: 

“Our patterns of consciousness have not only a time-dimension but also a space-dimen-

sion … the knowledge which the worldsystem needs most, is a critical form of knowledge 

that analyzes reality and formulates its implications and possibilities. This critical type of 

knowledge is more difficult because it requires the feeling of global social responsibility 

of the scientist. We need a global form of knowledge for a global society. The global forms 

of knowledge have the task to formulate the real global values. There is a need for a world 

civilisation of which the values can be formulated in relation to a structured system rather 

than to a formalistic conglomerate of nation-states and individuals. A worldsystem must 

be projected as permanent although not as static. This different time-aspect is highly 

significant because a number of civilisational patterns which play a role in the world pos-

sess a more constructive awareness of time than the modern mechanical time-concept. 

For a worldsystem there is time: the many centuries to come.

 Society, as a matter of ethical and moral alternatives, is taboo in modern society be-

cause this view commits the unforgivable sin of reducing the complex to the simple. The 

values of the worldsystem are in essence the global adaptation forms of mankind as a 

whole. This means survival-values rather than the values of affluence or power.” 
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From 1985 to 1999 an annual conference was held in Toblach (Alto Adige, 
Südtirol), the “Toblacher Gespräche”, dealing with environmental issues and 
with internationally acknowledged experts as participants. The goal was to 
inform the public about environmental problems, and to sensitize it to 
environmental issues and discuss possible solutions. The topics were 
tourism, mobility and transportation, the future of agriculture, construction, 
“Die ökologische Wende – für eine Zukunft mit Zukunft”, energy, health, work, 
sustainable wealth, “Heimat”, commerce, beauty and visions and experiences 
for the 21st century. The results of the discussions were published as twelve 
annual theses, each about three pages and now available on the Internet. 

I came across the 1992 Toblacher Thesen on “Health and Sustainable 
Wealth” in the beginning of the 1990s and have kept a copy in my diary 
ever since. The 1992 Toblacher Thesen addressed the threat to the health of 
humans and nature. There is a polarization between overfed, overstressed 
and relationally disturbed minority part of the world, on the one hand, and 
the huge parts living below the subsistence level, on the other. Thesis 6 says 
that sustainable wealth will mean an increase in health and quality of life. 
The motto is “Langsamer, weniger, besser, schöner” (“Slower, less, better and 
more beautiful”).

The 1998 Thesis 12 on beauty sees beauty and sustainability as an orien- 
tation towards a sustainable art of life. At the turn of the millennium, the 
art of life is about a sustainable lifestyle. The surplus of options today is a 
threat to our ability of orientation and our independence. The limit is our 
chance. The resources of fantasy, creativity and beauty are unlimited. We 
need a personal and social aesthetic of measure, simplicity and poise. In 2005 
the talks had been reorganized and dealt with “Umbauen für die Zukunft: 
Wie bringen wir das bebaute Erbe in das Solare Zeitalter” (“Reconstructing 
for the Future: How to Bring the Constructed Heritage into the Solar Age”), 
reacting to the challenges from the decrease in available fossile fuel.

In 1985, just before he died, the great Italian author Italo Calvino gave a 
lectures on his ideals of literary quality for the next millennium at Harvard 
University. Ten years later his Lezione Americani: Sei proposte per il prossimo 
millenio was published in Danish (“Til det næste årtusinde” 1995). The ideals 
Calvino suggests are lightness, quickness, exactitude, visibility, and multi-
plicity and – as a sixth unpublished lecture and ideal – consistency (“Legge-
rezza, rapiditá, esattezza, visibilità, molteplicità, coerenza”).
Having been on the board of the (former) Danish Social Science Council, 
these are all qualities that seem useful to me – not only for literature but 
also for the creation of knowledge in the 21st century. Knowledge is not  
presentation of facts and information but rather presentation of understand-
ing, interpretation and orientation.
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I suggest a shift of paradigm in relation to the frame within which sustain-
able, useful and relevant research by men and women is produced. The qual-
ity of this research could be measured by diversity of standards combining 
those originating from spiritual wisdom traditions, traditional knowledge, 
and modern Western research. “New” and inclusive participatory research 
in local and global communities may produce new dynamics and insights for 
the benefit of the people of the world to increase the art of life.

The Arctic Human Development Report (2004) mentions an interesting 
example of this combined approach:

“Russian researchers have developed a device that combines a number of traditional 

and technical concepts: The Gas Discharge Visualization camera. Based on the meridian  

system known from acupuncture and the photonic energy emissions from living bodies, 

the camera captures light emissions after an individual is subjected to electrical stimu-

lation. A computer then models the individual’s health profile. This devise links trad-

itional healing, oriental philosophy, and the latest electronic and computer technologies 

in a new diagnostic tool that may assist in the quantification of health and well-being. 

This device is also now being used in research projects in the United States.” (164–165)

comments on the questions for the seminar

What are the advantages and/or problems created by the present 
understanding (of the concepts of scientific quality and excellence) 
– focusing on gender research? 
Advantages: security, order, no break up (i.e. conservation) of knowledge, 
gender and ethnic hierarchies in the production of science and research 
– conserving continuity and modernity including modern values.

Problems: no adaptation to shift from national to global and world orien-
tation; under-using world traditions of knowledge, overemphasizing ration- 
ality, and under-using the potentials of combinations and cooperation  
between different forms and traditions of knowledge production in the 
Western and Nordic countries.

how are the concepts of scientific quality and excellence developing 
within the research community and among gender researchers?
It is my impression that in the social sciences the concepts have not been 
welcomed or developed strongly. Traditional standards and measures of dis-
ciplinary knowledge are still very strong. They are well known, accepted, 
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and considered reliable, and they reduce the heavy burden of arguing for 
new criteria, standards and values, which are placed on evaluators, whether 
the evaluations concern degrees, positions, funding or prioritization of sub-
jects and fields of research. 

Breaking up traditional standards and criteria also means redistributing 
privilege in all these areas. As we can see from the development of the aca-
demic positions at Nordic universities over the last generation, traditions 
are hard to change. University democracy has so far hardly managed to 
change gendered and hierarchical knowledge traditions. 

Maybe it has changed university mentality and culture more from an  
elitist conservative self-perception into an egalitarian welfare state ethos. 
Moves towards new forms of funding research – more market-oriented  
financial regimes – will clearly redistribute privileges and status, but such 
moves towards differentiated research regimes are viewed with severe scep-
ticism at least amongst many actors in the present influential generations 
in the Nordic research environment. Excellence may be considered a value 
in business life, but not necessarily in public life and in educational and 
research institutions. 

By way of conclusion

We clearly need a reorientation of research in the 21st century, but maybe 
we need an orientation towards content and telos, a moral and ethical orien-
tation for knowledge production, rather than the status orientation of cri-
teria of excellence.

The Danish Encyclopedia (Den Store Danske Encyklopædi) says that “excel-
lence” means “order of precedence”. Until 1913 ministers were “excellencies”. 
Danish women got the right to vote in 1915. We have thus never had female 
Excellencies. That does not exclude the fact that there might be an excellent 
female and gendered contribution to the development of knowledge relevant 
for world society.
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The Swedish Research Council has three main tasks: research funding 
(the most prominent one), research policy and research information. The 
Analysis Unit is part of the Department of Research Policy Analysis. We 
work with research policy, carry out general evaluations and analyse various  
issues, e.g., the conditions for Swedish researchers. An important area of 
work is statistical studies on different topics: research resources, research 
personnel, new doctorates awarded, publications, citations and patents.

introduction
In order to find indicators of scientific quality, we study instances where state- 
ments about scientific quality are made. We therefore turn our attention to 
cases of peer review evaluations of research. The peer review process invol-
ves assessment of scientific work by experts in the field. While peer review 
is generally accepted as the best way to evaluate research, it is not a uniform 
method. Peer review is used in many aspects of research evaluation. 

cases where peer review is used
• Ranking of applications for research grants
• Ranking of applications for research positions
• Evaluation of research projects/fields
• Referee system of scientific journals
• Citations in scientific journals
• Awarding Ph.D. degrees
• Invitations to speak at scientific conferences
• Scientific awards and prizes

In this presentation, our focus is on indicators of scientific quality derived 
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from counting publications and citations in a publication database; i.e., bib-
liometric indicators. Peer review is involved when a paper is accepted for 
publication, and also when a paper is cited in another paper. The biblio-
metric indicators of scientific quality have the merit that they are based on 
many such peer review instances, and are therefore statistically more stable 
than other indicators when the number of papers and citations is large.

a note on peer review

It should be kept in mind that different peer groups can give quite different 
opinions of a researcher’s or a research group’s performance. We exemplify 
this phenomenon with the result of a study published in the journal Science 
in 1981. Three subject areas were chosen: chemical dynamics, economics and 
solid state physics, each with 50 applications for research grants from the Na-
tional Science Foundation (NSF). The NSF had ranked the applications in the 
normal way, using groups of peers, and had accepted half of the applications. 
Afterwards, the NSF Committee of Science and Public Policy asked other 
groups of peers to rank the same applications. The rankings can be compared 
in Figure 1., with the original NSF rank on the Y-axis and the new rank on 
the X-axis. If the two peer review processes had come to the same ranking, all 
the dots would have been positioned along the green line. This, however, was 
not the case. Instead there are a number of applications where the funding 
decisions would have been reversed if the new ranking had been used. 

Figure 1. 50 applications in three subjects were ranked 1–50 by NSF peer groups and later 

by other peers independently chosen by NSF’s Committee of Science and Public Policy 

(COSPUP). Roughly half of the applications were accepted. (* denotes two identical data 

points) From Cole, Cole & Simon, “Chance and Consensus in Peer Review”, in Science, 1981, 214, 

881–886.

indicatoRS of Scientific Quality

0 10 20 30 40 50
0

10

20

30

40

50

* 

* 

0 10 20 30 40 50
0

10

20

30

40

50

0 10 20 30 40 50
0

10

20

30

40

50

COSPUP rank

N
SF

 r
an

k

 
 

Chemical dynamics Economics Solid-state physics 

 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 



Reaching foR Scientific excellence in gendeR ReSeaRch 55

Another example is a study from Norway in 2004, where Aksnes and Taxt 
compared peer review ranking with bibliometric citation scores. The result 
is similar. The plot is scattered but a slight correlation can be seen (Figure 
2.). We note that the groups with very high citation scores are all rated high-
ly by the peers. This can be interpreted as follows: if a research group has 
very high citation scores it is normally judged to be very good by most peer 
groups, but if the group has low citation scores it is not necessarily judged to 
be a mediocre group. The group could be doing applied work or have other 
good qualities, which the citation-based index does not measure. However, a 
carefully executed citation analysis can give a good indication of the publi-
cation performance of a research group or a research field. The bibliometric 
results must of course always be interpreted with care. We will describe a 
common technique for such a citation analysis.

Figure 2. Panel ratings and average number of citations per paper relative to the subfield for 

34 Norwegian research groups. From Aknes & Taxt, “Evaluation Correlation”, in Research 

Evaluation, April 2004, 33–41.

the publication database
Our database is the full Web of Science from Thomson Scientific/ISI from 
1982 to the present day. Everyone connected to a university library can ac-
cess the web services of this database. It is currently the largest publication 
database in the world and the only one that covers all science areas, unlike 
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for example Medline, which covers only the life sciences. It is also the only 
database with complete reference lists and complete address fields. This al-
lows us to see exactly who cites who and where.

database coverage
• A total of 23,000,000 papers
• 408,000,000 citations in these papers
• Around 1,200,000 new papers every year 
• 19,000 have at least one Swedish address
• A total of 12,846 different journals in 2004
• 3,673 in life sciences
• 2,245 in social sciences and humanities
• 1,676 in natural sciences
• 1,751 in engineering and materials sciences
• 252 subject fields

We can study papers from countries or universities divided into different re-
search areas, or papers from research groups. There are a number of biblio-
metric measures that can be used in these studies. For general descriptions 
of bibliometric methods, see van Raan (2004).

Bibliometric measures
• Number of papers (P)
• Number of citations (C) – total number of times the studied papers have 

been cited the first 2 years after publication 
• Citations per paper (CPP) – average number of times each paper is cited 

the first 2 years after publication
• Journal citation score (JCS) – average number of times a paper in the jour-

nal in question has been cited during the first 2 years after publication
• Field citation score (FCS) – average number of times of a paper in the 

field has been cited during the first 2 years after publication
• Journal impact factor (JIF) – the importance of a journal according to 

Thomson Scientific, closely correlated to “expected” future number of 
times a paper in that journal will be cited.

From these basic measures we can derive two more measures:

indicatoRS of Scientific Quality
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derived measures
• Citations per paper related to the field citation score (CPP/FCS). This 

relative citation rate is often called the “crown indicator”. 
• Journal citation score related to the field citation score (JCS/FCS). This 

can be seen as the “difficulty level” of the journal relative to the field.

All the above measures can be fractionalized by the number of authors (or 
addresses) of each paper.

When we count how many times a paper is cited we normally use a two-
year “citation window”, which allows us to analyse more recently published 
papers. A five-year window is sometimes used. The correlation between  
citations after two years and citations after five years is very high; i.e. a rank-
ing based on the number of citations does not change significantly if we 
change the length of the citation window (Figure 3.).

Figure 3. Number of citations years after publication, notice the similar patterns for different 

areas of research. Source: Analysis Section, Swedish Research Council; calculations made 

from data from Thomson Scientific.
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The “crown” indicator is a particularly interesting indicator. It tells us 
whether the studied papers are cited more often than average in the subject 
field where they are published. For example, a score above 1 for a researcher’s 
papers means that he or she is cited more than the average researcher in the 
field.

examples of bibliometric measurements

Let us show some cases where these indicators can be used. First, we will 
look at all the papers produced by 11 selected countries (Figure 4.). Here the 
above bibliometric measures are fractionalized with respect to the addresses  
of each paper. If a paper has two addresses from Finland and one from  
Sweden, then 1/3 of the paper is counted as Swedish. We see that Sweden has 
a slightly decreasing crown indicator, which means that Swedish authors 
are cited relatively less over the years. But the score still remains above 1. 
Denmark and the Netherlands have high scores, and Austria’s scores are 
increasing.

Figure 4. Trends in relative citation rate for 11 countries (1 = world average). From:  

Analysis Section, Swedish Research Council; calculations made from data from Thomson  

Scientific.
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In the next case we take a closer look at the social sciences, arts and 
humanities. We study papers published in journals classified by Thomson 
Scientific as belonging to the social sciences or the arts and the humanities. In 
this example we do not use the relative citation rate of the papers. Instead 
we calculate the average journal difficulty score for the papers (1 = average 
journal difficulty score in the respective field). This average is given for each 
Nordic country (Figure 5.). We can see that the general trend in the Nordic 
countries is improving slightly, from just below 1 to just above 1. This 
means that Nordic authors publish in journals that are cited a bit above the 
average.

Figure 5. Trends in journal difficulty level for papers from the Nordic countries. From: Analysis 

Section, Swedish Research Council; calculations made from data from Thomson Scientific.

This conference is about gender research, and so we now turn to this subject. 
One of the 252 subject fields in the database is women’s studies, which 
consists of journals classified as belonging to women’s studies by Thomson 
Scientific. Of course, many papers in gender studies are published in journals 
in other subject fields, but such is the case for every subject. Still, we use the 
subject field women’s studies as an example. (For a more sophisticated 
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analysis of papers in gender studies we may select key words to find also 
papers from other fields.) The journals in women’s studies are listed below 
(Table 1.). Note that a journal can belong to several fields.

Table 1. Journals in the subject field women’s studies and their respective journal citation 

scores. From: Analysis Section, Swedish Research Council; calculations made from data 

from Thomson Scientific.

Title JCS
Affilia – Journal of woman and social work 0.33
Asian journal of women’s studies 0.11
Australian feminist studies 0.10
European journal of women’s studies 0.17
Feminism & psychology 0.50
Feminist economics 0.50
Feminist review 0.03
Feminist studies 0.19
Frontiers – a journal of women’s studies 0.03
Gender & society 1.14
Gender work and organization 0.29
Journal of gender studies 0.06
Journal of women & aging 0.17
Journal of women’s health 1.25
Journal of women’s health & gender-based medicine 0.75
Nouvelles questions feministes 0.00
Psychology of women quarterly 1.53
Radical philosophy 0.06
Reproductive health matters 0.68
Sex roles 0.39
Signs 0.29
Social politics 0.53
Violence against women 0.75
Women & health 0.81
Women & politics 0.29
Women & therapy 0.10
Women’s health issues 0.22
Women’s studies international forum 0.30
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The next figure shows the total number of papers in the field women’s stu-
dies as identified by Thomson Scientific (Figure 6.).

Figure 6. Number of papers in the field women’s studies – world total. From: Analysis Section, 

Swedish Research Council; calculations made from data from Thomson Scientific.

The sharp increase in 1995–1998 is very likely due to new classifications of 
journals by Thomson Scientific. 

In Figure 7. we show the size of the field, i.e. the number of papers in the 
field, for the Nordic countries. In total the Nordic countries have about 1.5 
percent of the world production of papers in the field. This can be compared 
to Sweden’s average share, total for all fields, of 1.7 percent. Women’s studies 
is a small field in the database. Its size is a quarter of the average field size, 
and since the number of papers is as low as 20 papers a year for the four 
Nordic countries together, no crown indicators have been calculated. Higher 
numbers are needed for the indicator to be stable. 
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Figure 7. Number of papers in the field women’s studies from the Nordic countries. From: 

Analysis Section, Swedish Research Council; calculations made from data from Thomson  

Scientific.

conclusions and suggestions

Nordic gender studies, as measured by the subject field in the Web of Sci-
ence database, is not very visible internationally. This is also true for most 
of the arts and humanities. There are good reasons for changing this trad-
ition. The Vice-Chancellor of Stockholm University, Kåre Bremer, argues 
(our translation): “Surely, good research is of international interest, even 
if it is about Swedish phenomena and conditions. It is important that the 
research is made known, has an impact, and therefore, all researchers have 
good reasons to think about their publication strategies.”

Furthermore, the Swedish Minister for Education and Research, Leif 
Pagrotsky, has proposed that more doctoral theses in the humanities and 
social sciences should be written in English.

We would like to propose the following simple suggestions for Swedish and 
Nordic gender research to become more visible in the international arena:
• Publish more in international journals, preferably in international cooper- 

ation
• Publish in journals included in the Web of Science or in similar databases
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• Publish in journals with a high impact
• Encourage your colleagues to comment on your work and cite you in Web 

of Science journals
• Make your favourite journals apply to Thomson Scientific to get into the 

Web of Science or switch to other journals

Greater international visibility should not be seen as a way of artificially 
enhancing the status of the research, but rather as a way to contribute to and 
get feedback from the international scientific discussion.

We would like to point out that although the Nordic gender studies jour-
nals Kvinnovetenskaplig tidskrift and Nora fulfil the requirements to be in-
cluded in the Web of Science, they are not included. If you want to have 
a journal included in the Web of Science you should go to the following 
webpage at Thomson Scientific/ISI: http://www.isinet.com/selection/

There you will find the following text: Do you wish to submit a journal for 
evaluation?

ISI needs at least three consecutive current issues to complete an evalu-
ation. Please send the most current issue of the journal and then each sub-
sequent issue as soon as each is published to the following address:

Publication Processing Department
ISI 
3501 Market Street 
Philadelphia, PA 19104 
USA 

We hope that in the future Swedish and Nordic gender studies will be more 
visible internationally, and so will give a greater contribution to the inter-
national discussion in the field. 
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gendeR ReSeaRch and excellence

Some Recommendations and future Perspectives

nina lykke
Professor at the Departement of Gender Studies, Linköping University.

The EU report Gender and Excellence in the Making (European Commission 
2004) has done a ground-breaking job. It focuses on an important question: 
how to minimize gender bias in the definition and measurement of scien-
tific excellence.

The report scrutinizes how women make it through the academic sys-
tem in terms of existing standards for excellence. It identifies problems and 
barriers. Linking issues of gender and excellence, the report clearly indi-
cates that the debate about equal opportunities for women in research has 
reached a new level.

What is at stake in the discourses of the report is not only to increase num-
bers and counter-act the mere under-representation of women in science by 
various kinds of special support actions. Such actions are still important to 
overcome gender biases in academia, but they are far from enough!

Going beyond the question of under-representation in general, the re-
port asks whether women to as high a degree as men can reach the highest 
levels of recognition in the academic system, i.e. recognition for excellence, 
or whether different kinds of biases and structural problems prevent it. Mo-
reover, the report forcefully suggests that it is crucial to question the system 
(the definitions and ways of measuring excellence) rather than the women. 
Criteria of excellence are not – so the report says – universal, value- and gen-
der-neutral. If women are not recognized as excellent in as high a degree as 
men, the problem lies rather with the definitions than with the women. Or, 
to rephrase the message of the report: Women should not only be integrated 
at the rank-and-file levels of science, but they should be given full opportu-
nity to reach the highest levels of recognition. Women should be given the 
full opportunity to achieve scientific excellence and to be fully recognized 
for their achievements of scientific excellence.

In this lecture, I shall not discuss women’s achievement of excellence in 
general. My task here is to discuss excellence in gender research. These are 
the questions I have been asked to address in this presentation:
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How does gender research perform in today’s academic landscape? 

Does it perform well in terms of excellence and quality?

Can its performances be improved? 

If the answer to the last question is yes – in what ways can they be improved?

The reason why I take my point of departure in the report Gender and Excellence  
in the Making, is because it may contribute to our understanding of the position  
of gender research in relation to excellence, even though, primarily, it deals with  
the position of women in science and not so much with that of gender research. 

First of all, the majority of today’s gender researchers are women, so the 
biases against women, traced in the report, are likely to have an impact on 
gender researchers as well. Some of the questions the report asks regarding 
women’s possibilities for being recognized as scientifically excellent, are 
also relevant for the discussion of the possibilities for gender research to be 
recognized as scientifically excellent. 

Secondly, I find the report’s way of emphasizing that excellence is not 
a phenomenon which can easily be measured “objectively” important for 
the evaluation of the position of gender research in relation to current aca-
demic standards for excellence. The report underlines that decisions about 
who is excellent and who is not are situated and context-related. Assessment 
criteria are socially constructed. So I will expand the argument of the report 
and suggest that if gender research does not fit the criteria for excellence, 
it does not necessarily mean that the problem lies within gender research. 
What should be scrutinized are perhaps the criteria. 

So, with this in mind, let me take a look at how Swedish gender research 
performs in terms of excellence.

I will start with a definition of different levels of gender research, which 
must not be confused when speaking of the potentials of gender research to 
perform excellence. 

In the ensuing sections, I will raise some questions and make some recom-
mendations concerning the different levels of gender research, identified in 
the first section. First, I will look at basic levels of gender research, where 
gender is included as a minor aspect or as a perspective among others. Then, 
I will shift the perspective to more advanced levels, where gender is the fo-
cus of the research; I am going to take a look at excellence performances of  
Swedish gender-focused research, measured against the background of stan-
dard indicators for academic excellence. As my last point, I will – briefly – con-
sider the newest trends in academic organization of excellence and ask how 
gender research can position itself in this context. I will conclude by sum-
ming up four recommendations to the Committee for Gender Research of the  
Swedish Research Council, which I have argued for in the previous sections.

gendeR ReSeaRch and excellence
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gender research – a definition of different levels

In a recent report, written by Hillevi Ganetz for the Committee for Gender 
Research (Ganetz 2005), it is documented that it is necessary to distinguish 
between at least three levels of gender research to give an adequate account 
of the ways in which applicants to the Swedish Research Council react to 
the box in the application form which they are asked to tick if their appli-
cation concerns gender. 

According to Ganetz’ analysis, the following three levels have to be taken 
into account: 
I Gender aspects – i.e. a gender dimension, understood as some kind of 

gender analytical and gender reflexive approach, is included, but only as 
a minor concern.

II Gender perspectives – i.e. a gender analytical and gender reflexive ap-
proach is included as one line of inquiry among others equally prioriti-
zed analytical angles.

III Gender focused research – i.e. theoretical, methodological, epistemological 
and empirical reflections on gender are a primary focus and pivot of the 
research, and the research questions are systematically informed by the 
decades-long tradition of theorizing gender, gender identities and power-
laden gender relations as well as by the equally long tradition of reflecting 
on methodological approaches to the analysis of gender issues.

On this third level of gender focused research, Ganetz identifies two branches:
A One is disciplinary gender focused research, which pursues questions of 

gender and gender relations within the theoretical, methodological and 
empirical framework of a discipline – history, psychology, literature, bio-
medicine, economy, etc. 

B The other is interdisciplinary gender focused research, which constructs 
problems, analytical approaches and theoretical reflections while going 
beyond the borders of the disciplines. 

To this taxonomy, I shall add that the last category of gender focused 
research, B, can be divided into the following three levels:
1 Multi-disciplinary gender focused research – the empirical, analytical, 

methodological and theoretical approaches are defined within the 
framework of the disciplines, but the different disciplinary ways of 
working are added to each other, creating a more complex picture;

2 What I will call interdisciplinary gender focused research, thus limiting the 
meaning of “interdisciplinary” to situations where disciplinary boundaries 
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are questioned and new synergies are created in terms of both empirical, 
analytical, methodological and theoretical approaches;

3 Trans-disciplinary gender focused research – the empirical, analytical, 
methodological and theoretical approaches go beyond disciplinary out-
looks in the sense that they are defined on the basis of earlier gender 
research, conducted beyond disciplinary boundaries and with no rela-
tion to a specific discipline. An example is the classic discussions of 
the concepts of gender and its relationship to sex. Another example is 
current debates on intersectionalities of gender, race, ethnicity, sexuality, 
class, nationality, etc. No particular discipline can be said to have a privi-
leged access to the construction of these problems and the theorizings of 
them.

levels of gender research:
I Gender aspects 
II Gender perspectives
III Gender focused research
 III is divided into:
 A Gender focused research within existing disciplines – 
   history, psychology, literature, economy, biomedicine, etc. 
 B Interdisciplinary, gender focused research
 III B. is divided into:
   1) Multidisciplinary gender focused research
   2) Interdisciplinary (in a specific sense, see text) gender 
    focused research
   3) Transdisciplinary gender focused research 

Basic level gender research excellence:  

gender aspects and gender perspectives

As a first comment to these definitions of the different levels, let me under-
line that this is not meant as a recipe for what I consider “right” or “wrong” 
ways of doing gender research. I do not, for example, think that trans- 
disciplinary gender research is the only “right” form. In many ways, I con-
sider the different levels as complementary.

The definitions are meant as a taxonomy that can be useful in an attempt 
to classify and distinguish different kinds of endeavours that are taking place  
under the broad and umbrella-like heading “gender research”.
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Excellence can in principle be reached on all levels, even at the first two 
ones: gender aspects and gender perspectives. But, in my capacity as a gender 
expert and gatekeeper for this new field of research, I will clearly underline 
that strict criteria for evaluation are necessary – even on the first two, basic 
levels. 

It should, therefore, be a first and unavoidable prerequisite that resear-
chers must explicitly account for:
• How they are doing gender research in terms of theories and methodologies
• Why they choose to integrate gender the way they do
• Why, for example, it is not relevant to take gender more thoroughly into 

account.

According to Ganetz’ report, on the first two levels researchers unfortu- 
nately do not always take these prerequisites into account seriously.

A second prerequisite for excellence, even on the two basic levels of gen-
der aspects and gender perspectives, is that a researcher can document that 
s/he has a general knowledge of the field and uses gender research literature 
that is relevant to her/his definition of the gender aspects or gender per-
spectives, included in her/his research. As Ganetz’ report documents, this 
is also a prerequisite that is not always fulfilled on the two first levels of 
gender research.

There is evidently something to improve here. In my capacity as a gender 
studies expert and gatekeeper I would – against the background of Ganetz’ 
report – strongly recommend that the Committee for Gender Research and 
the Swedish Research Council take the following steps to improve excel-
lence:

First of all, I recommend that gender experts strictly evaluate the expert-
ise in gender theory, methodology and analysis of applicants who indicate 
that their projects have a gender dimension. Gender experts should be used 
as evaluators on all levels, even on the basic levels of gender aspects and 
gender perspectives.

Secondly, I recommend that the Committee for Gender Research and the 
Swedish Research Council use the instrument of Gender Impact Assessment 
Studies, which was developed by the Women and Science Unit of the Euro-
pean Commission a few years ago (cf. EU Commission 2001: EUR 20017, 20018, 
20019, 20020, 20021, 20022; see also the article on the Gender Impact Assess-
ment of EU’s Life Science research program: Klinge and Bosch 2005).

On behalf of the EU Commission, the Women and Science Unit of the 
Directorate General for Research initiated a major evaluation of the inte-
gration of gender perspectives in the 5th Framework Program for research. 
All the specific programs of the Framework Program, from the social sci-
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ences/humanities to the life sciences were thoroughly scrutinized by gen-
der experts, who had been commissioned by the Women and Science Unit 
to conduct Gender Impact Assessments. The reports, one for each specific 
program of the 5th Framework Program, documented in very convincing 
ways that gender would have been a relevant category in a lot of successful 
projects that, unfortunately, did not take this category into account.

The reports are available from the Women and Science Unit of the EU’s 
DG Research and can be downloaded from: http://www.cordis.lu/science-
society/library.htm. I can warmly recommend them. 

In particular, I recommend that the Committee for Gender Research and 
the Swedish Research Council conduct a Gender Impact Assessment as a 
follow-up of the analysis by Hillevi Ganetz (Ganetz 2005). A Gender Im-
pact Assessment could answer additional questions to the ones discussed 
in the Ganetz-report. It would highlight the important question whether 
Research Council-funded research generally applies gender as an analytical 
category wherever it is relevant.

excellence in gender focused research in Sweden

I shall now shift the perspective to gender-focused research. I will look at 
the excellence performance of Swedish gender-focused research, measured 
against the background of standard indicators. 

I have been Managing Director of the European gender research associ- 
ation AOIFE (Association of Institutions for Feminist Education and  
Research in Europe) for almost five years. Via this position, I have gained a 
lot of insight in the very different conditions for doing gender research in 
different European countries. Against this background, I will start this sec-
tion by stating that I definitely think that Sweden is one of the European 
countries where gender research has achieved very much in terms of excel-
lence. This assessment is based on such standard academic excellence indi-
cators as institutionalization and external recognition in terms of allocated 
resources, positions and infrastructures – i.e. factors which today generally 
play a big role as academic excellence indicators. The fact that Swedish gen-
der research is in the forefront as these kind of excellence indicators are 
concerned does of course not mean that it is more intellectually excellent 
than, say, Greek, Italian or Danish gender research, which does not have the 
same resources, positions and infrastructures.

Swedish gender research has a high international standard, but so does 
gender research in many other countries. On the other hand, the resources 
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and infrastructures, which give Swedish gender research a relatively better 
position than gender research in for example Greece, Italy or Denmark, in-
dicate that more barriers against the institutionalization of gender research 
have been broken down in Sweden for a number of reasons. Compared to a 
number of other countries, Swedish gender research has obtained a relatively  
better status and a higher degree of what may be defined as mainstream 
markers of excellence. In Sweden there is a substantial number of full pro-
fessors, explicitly hired to do gender research both within the disciplines and 
on a multi-, inter- and trans-disciplinary basis. There is a national research 
school in gender studies with a substantial number of doctoral students. 
You can study gender extensively in the humanities and the social sciences, 
as well as within the biomedical and technical sciences. It is possible to take 
degrees in gender studies at all levels: BA, MA and Ph.D. 

The fact that we are sitting here today, invited by the Committee for 
Gender Research of the Swedish Research Council, is an indication of what 
I would call mainstream excellence recognition. The mere existence of a 
Committee for Gender Research in the Swedish Research Council means 
that gender experts are part of one of the important bodies that set Swedish 
research agendas. All this is good and well deserved. I came to Sweden as a 
professor six years ago, and I am in fact still amazed about what my Swedish 
colleagues have accomplished in the struggle for excellence recognition. So 
what are the problems in Sweden? Are there any?

First of all, I think that it is a problem when suspicion is thrown on gen-
der research via press campaigns against high quality research and well-
esteemed researchers, for example, the recent campaign against Professor 
Tiina Rosenberg. Open dialogue, challenges and discussions are good. But 
unfounded accusations of researchers for scientific fraud is a sign that still 
existing biases against gender research in Sweden should not be underes-
timated. Sadly enough, it seems as if even Swedish society, which boasts 
of its equal opportunities policies, has not reached the stage of social and 
scientific maturity, where gender research can exist as a normal, self-evident 
mainstream part of research. 

Secondly, I think that it is a problem that gender research in Sweden is 
not fully recognized as an area that should be funded on an equal footing 
with established disciplines (history, psychology, linguistics, etc.). Being an 
evidently highly qualified part of Swedish research, gender research ought 
to have as much resources as these areas. 

I think that it is important to emphasize, again and again, that the amount 
of money, 10 million Swedish crowns annually, given to the Committee for 
Gender Research is ridiculously small, compared to the very high number 
of high quality applications the Committee receives. The fact that the 
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members of the Committee for Gender Research considered the amount 
of money to be incredibly small was – as far as I understand – also pre-
cisely the reason behind the restructuring initiated by the Committee in 
2003. The restructuring meant that all gender research applications within 
the humanities and social sciences should be allocated to the disciplinarily 
oriented committees, which have much more money than the Committee  
for Gender Research. Considering the given conditions, the decision prob-
ably improved possibilities for getting funding for excellent gender research. 
Furthermore, gender research seems to have been granted more money al-
together after the restructuring (cf Ganetz 2005). 

But I think that it is important to underline that the restructuring did not 
solve all problems. It had a negative impact on the conditions for multi-, in-
ter- and trans-disciplinary gender-focused research; the restructuring of the 
tasks of the Committee for Gender Research made multi-, inter- and trans-
disciplinary gender-focused research “homeless” in the Research Council. 

Therefore, I would recommend the Research Council and the Commit-
tee for Gender Research to commit themselves seriously to the solution of 
this new problem. For years gender researchers have argued for a double 
foundation of the area. Gender research is part of the disciplines, and it has 
reached excellence as such. This aspect of the excellence of gender research 
is counted for in the current structure of the Swedish Research Council. 
But, in Sweden today, gender studies is also institutionalized as an inde-
pendent area, as a discipline of its own, or what I elsewhere have argued 
for as a post-disciplinary discipline (cf. Lykke 2004). Several indicators (for 
example, professorships, BA, MA and Ph.D. programs in multi-, inter- and 
trans-disciplinary gender studies) document that Swedish gender research 
has reached excellence not only as part of existing disciplines, but also as 
an area of its own, as a new post-disciplinary discipline. In Sweden today, it 
is not anymore a question whether or not gender studies should be institu-
tionalized as an area of its own. It is, de facto, organized and recognized as 
such at a number of Swedish universities. 

Therefore, I think that it is high time for the Research Council to find 
out how to match this double excellence status adequately, achieved by  
Swedish gender research. The Research Council should be able to assess and 
fund excellent gender research both within the framework of the existing 
discipline-oriented committees and within the framework of a committee 
which has the full competence and expertise as well as the adequate amount 
of resources to assess and fund excellent multi-, inter- and trans-disciplinary 
gender research. 

Against this background, my third recommendation to the Committee 
for Gender Research is that it should use its position as part of an important 
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research agenda setting body to initiate a discussion about adequate ways of 
organizing the funding of gender focused research so that both its discip-
linary and its post-disciplinary branches will be given equal possibilities to 
develop their excellence potentials.

new trends in organizing and recognizing 

excellence – where do they leave the discussion 

of gender research excellence in the making?

In this section, I will comment on ongoing national and international en-
deavours to build excellence centres and networks. Excellence programs are 
mushrooming within national and international research funding bodies. 
In the 6th Framework Program for research of the EU Commission, a new 
instrument, called “networks of excellence”, has for example caught much 
attention lately. The joint Nordic research councils (NOS-SH) have recently 
started a new program for Nordic centres of excellence. In Sweden we saw 
the so-called Linné Program for excellent research, announced by the Re-
search Councils. Endeavours such as these constitute a new level of acade-
mic excellence organization.

Professorial chairs, post-doc positions and doctoral programs to ensure new 
generations of excellent researchers are still important markers of top-level 
excellence of an academic area. However, if you want to compete within the 
framework of the new excellence programs, the performance that is required 
go beyond the level of individual excellence of a professor with a couple of 
excellent Ph.D. students and post-docs. The new excellence organizations are 
meant to cluster several excellent professors and their excellent research stu-
dents and post-docs, often on a cross-institutional and/or cross-national basis, 
and in a more solid and committing consortium than a mere open network. 

This new excellence organization is an important development in aca-
demia, and it is truly important to follow what happens to gender research 
at this level. In Sweden and in some other countries, gender research has 
reached the level of professorial chairs with research training programs, 
doctoral students and post-docs. But what about the new excellence organi-
zations? Are there barriers to gender research at this level? 

It is too early to judge. However, as a memento, let me refer to the re-
cently offered program for Nordic centres of excellence of the Nordic re-
search councils NOS-SH. After a two-stage application procedure, four 
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Nordic excellence centres were selected in the spring of 2005, all with male 
directors. Two of the centres are based on previously nationally funded ex-
cellence centres. When the Nordic research councils evaluated the program 
afterwards, they discussed why it seemed as if the selection procedure had 
had the unintended side effect that women and innovative research had 
been left out. The success rate of female-led projects from stage one to stage 
two was, for example, 17 percent against 40 percent for projects with a male 
project leader. It is also to be noted that the percentage of involved female 
professors and associate professors decreased from 22 percent to 13 percent 
from the second stage of the selection procedure to the final one. (Cf. Power 
point presentation by Eirikur Smári Sigurdarson, Member of the Steering 
Committee for Nordic Centres of Excellence in the Humanities and Social 
Sciences, Rannis, NORIA Symposium 1: “A part-finding event for Nordic 
research”, Oslo, September 22, 2005.) 

It is too early to trace more precise reasons and trends here. But I think 
that it is important to keep an eye on the point I referred to earlier in my 
presentation: structural barriers that hinder women may stop gender re-
search as well. The same may be true as regards barriers that hinder innova-
tive research. They may also stop gender research, because gender research, 
more or less by definition, is innovative. An important trajectory of much 
gender research is its way of moving from critique of the gender blindness 
of existing science to transformations of outlooks, theories and methodo-
logical approaches. In this sense, a strong trend towards radical innovation 
of existing ways of producing knowledge is at the heart of gender research.

What might turn out to be a problem for gender research as regards the 
criteria set up by the new excellence programs, is the lack of social aca- 
demic capital in terms of substantial amounts of locally matching funds 
and resources, and in terms of high-level access to research agenda setting 
bodies and academic decision-makers. Both of these factors are highly im-
portant additional criteria, when selection committees select candidates 
among applicants for excellence centre programs. 

Individual excellence of the involved researchers and of the proposed re-
search and research training projects are, of course, important prerequisites, 
and gender research can definitely compete with other kinds of research here. 
But in addition, the above-mentioned kinds of social academic capital, in terms  
of substantial amounts of local resources and back-up measures from host uni-
versities, are also a crucial part of the requirements of the new excellence pro-
grams: to be able to demonstrate access to this kind of social academic capital 
is still not a given thing for a new and controversial area like gender research.

My recommendation to the Committee for Gender Research is, there-
fore, to keep a vigilant and critical eye on the standards introduced by the 
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new excellence programs, and to set up a program for the funding of launch 
pads for gender research applications to the new excellence programs.

conclusion

I will briefly sum up my recommendations for the Committee for Gender 
Research and the Swedish Research Council. To reach for more excellence in 
gender research, the Swedish Research Council should:
• Secure strict quality assessment, also at basic levels of gender research: 

research with gender aspects and gender perspectives.
• Conduct a Gender Impact Assessment exercise (after the model of EU’s 

Women and Science Unit) in order to analyse whether gender is included 
wherever relevant in Research Council funded research.

• Match the different dimensions of excellence of gender-focused research: 
gender-focused research as part of existing disciplines and gender focused 
research as a new post-disciplinary discipline.

• Create support actions for the launching of excellence applications within 
gender studies.
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SuMMaRy of the diScuSSionS 

During the conference several issues were discussed in work groups and 
in relation to the different lectures. The contributions to the discussions 
are found below, gathered under the headings Current systems of evaluating  
science, Defining gender research and Defining excellence in gender research. 
These headings cover the most important topics of the discussions: the ques-
tion whether gender researchers all work in a common field and share the 
same interests; the frustration among gender researchers about the work-
ings of the current systems for evaluating science; but also the great will 
to be proactive and contribute to the creation of new criteria of excellence 
and new ways of measuring science, as well as being a part of the current 
development in the scientific community. 

current systems of evaluating science

can quality be quantified?
The current ways of measuring quality in science were put on the agenda by 
Carl Jacobsson and Daniel Wadskog. They gave a presentation of indicators 
of scientific quality derived from counting publications and citations in the 
publication database Web of Science. 

Many gender researchers from the humanities and the social sciences felt 
that they were at a disadvantage since the norm of evaluating science deri-
ves from the natural and engineering sciences. Or as Sven-Eric Liedman put 
it: “There are not enough quantities to quantify in the humanities. We have 
quality but not so much quantity.” The work group lead by Anna Jonasdot-
tir came to a similar conclusion:

– Most gender studies are done in the humanities and the social sciences 
where we write monographs rather than articles. Therefore purely quanti-
tative criteria for measuring excellence will be less relevant in these fields. 
One large book should count for more than one article written by seventeen 
people.

Carl Jacobsson and Daniel Wadskog remarked that books are not includ-
ed in the Web of Science database and are thus not counted at all. Also, the 
indicators compare the number of papers and citations within the scientific 
subfields, e.g., the number of citings of a paper in psychology is compared 
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to the average number of citings of a paper in the field. By comparing with 
the field citation score, an author is compared to the peers in her/his field. 
In this way the problems of comparing fields with different publication  
patterns are taken care of.

In his presentation Carl Jacobsson showed that the papers from the 
Nordic countries represent only 1.5 percent of the world’s production in the 
Web of Science field called women’s studies. This is only half of the Nordic 
share in other fields. The Nordic countries do not contribute more than 20 
papers a year in the field women’s studies. This result was challenged by 
many people in the audience, who saw several problems with this way of 
measuring the scientific output of gender research. 

– I don’t think that you gave a complete picture of the number of pub-
lications in gender studies per year. If you really want to know how many 
publications there are in gender studies, it is also relevant to use a list of 
keywords for “gender” and to search relevant journals in a scientific area, 
said Joke Haafkens. Many gender studies are published in other journals 
than the ones you mention (gender studies journals). Authors are aware that 
some gender journals still have a rather low impact, and they prefer to pu-
blish in journals which have a higher impact in their subspecialty. 

Carl Jacobsson explained that Thompson’s (Scientific/ISI) field women’s 
studies cannot be regarded as covering the whole field of gender studies. 

– If you want to have a fuller picture of a certain subject you can use 
keywords, but it’s a very time consuming way of searching the database. 
Gender research shares this problem with almost all other fields. Just to give 
one example, papers on cancer are not only published in journals of cancer 
studies. 

Anne Hammarström remarked that a paper with a high number of cita-
tions does not always indicate high quality:

I know many much cited papers that are criticized for various reasons. 
They are not always examples of good science. 

What somebody has written can of course sometimes be criticized, but 
statistically it is not important, answered Carl Jacobsson. He also remarked 
that if somebody is criticized it can be an indication of something interest-
ing and that it is better to be criticized than not to be cited at all. 

Ulf Mellström asked if there was any kind of self reflexive discussion about 
the concept of quality in bibliometrics. He thought that Carl Jacobsson’s 
presentation showed what is considered science in today’s society, namely 
medicine, technology and the engineering sciences, while “soft sciences” 
such as gender studies have a low impact. 

– There is of course an ongoing discussion of what we are measuring, said 
Carl Jacobsson and Daniel Wadskog. For example, bibliometric methods are 
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less useful in the humanities and in law than in medicine. In this presen-
tation we have only briefly discussed the different publication patterns in 
different areas. For instance, an excellent group in law may not have pub- 
lished anything that appears in the Web of Science. Such a state of affairs is 
inconceivable for a group in medicine or the natural sciences, because in these 
areas articles in journals are the preferred way to publish scientific results. 

alternative ways of measuring?
Some participants asked for alternative strategies to identify excellence in 
research. They saw Carl Jacobsson’s presentation as giving advice about how 
to appear excellent. One person said that this was depressing from a scien-
tific perspective and expressed her view: 

– There are so many articles dealing with more or less the same subjects, so 
much feeling about what’s in the air, scientific agendas… Aren’t there alter-
native strategies to find excellence? To look at the bibliographies in recent 
dissertations may provide good indicators of who is quoted and regarded as 
excellent in a certain field. The influence of gender studies is quite large if 
you consider the numerous dissertations where a gender researcher has given  
advice “behind the scene” and is quoted in the bibliographies. But where we 
really get acknowledgement is in the foreword, where we are thanked. 

– This is only one way of measuring science; there are many other ways, 
responded Daniel Wadskog and Carl Jacobsson. We have given examples of 
ways to take a more active part in the international discussion. But you must 
be the experts of your own strategies. We have not shown absolute criteria 
of scientific excellence, but we have shown indicators based on visibility and 
response in the international scientific journals. If you are cited in a Ph.D. 
dissertation written in Swedish it’s part of the national debate, but if you 
want to participate in the international scientific discussion, you can’t write 
in Swedish. 

lack of awareness
In their lectures, both Margo Brouns and Liv Langfeldt referred to research 
that indicates that the evaluation process is biased and influenced by a num-
ber of different factors. The so called Matthew effect – that to those who 
already have more will be given – leads to a risky future for gender research, 
or as Anna Jonasdottir expressed it: “Not only because the means go to those 
who are already successful, but also because it’s part of the design of peer 
reviewing what good science and excellence is.” Like Anna Jonasdottir, the 
participants of the conference asked for more awareness of what influences 
the peer review process and suggested new forms. 
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– There must be more awareness of the processes going on in the various 
kinds of reviewing articles, book manuscripts, job applications etc., said 
Anna Jonasdottir in summarizing the discussion in her work group. 

Apart from this unawareness, the lack of double qualifications among 
peer reviewers is a serious problem, which creates obstacles for research 
projects that try to cross the line of the first and second culture and require 
experts that have double qualifications to be properly evaluated. 

an open process takes courage
Several people pleaded for open peer reviews instead of anonymous ones. An 
open process could be much more constructive than a hidden one. Further-
more, a reviewer, who is aware that the person who gets the assessment 
knows who he or she is, will feel a pressure to present good arguments. 

– I was on the Danish Social Science Research Board for three years and 
we had constant fights about peer reviews, commented Hanne Petersen, 
who saw severe problems with anonymous peer reviews. And yes, it takes 
courage to write critically about other people. But I think that we need to 
go out and fight for open peer reviews, where people have to stand for what 
they say and who they are and what they write. Otherwise we will never be 
able to introduce plural standards supporting different ways of evaluating 
different kinds of research. 

Margo Brouns agreed on the advantages of an open process: 
– It takes some courage and you have to be disciplined – maybe more so 

than if you hide behind closed doors – but in the end it’s wonderful because 
it also creates a discussion and open debate about what is important and 
what is not. 

It is now time to go further, Margo Brouns underlined. She was frustrated 
by the lack of progress regarding the transparency issue. Since Christine 
Wennerås and Agnes Wold published their paper about peer reviewing in 
1997 very little has happened, she said, and added: What kind of resistance is 
this? People must really think that it takes a lot of courage to proceed with 
an open process. 

is gender research always at a disadvantage? 
Nina Lykke thought that Margo Brouns idea of how gender research is treated  
by the scientific community was articulated in a too general way. She pointed  
to the need to be nuanced. 

– I know many different nationalities were represented in the seminar that 
you refer to and of course there are a lot of important differences between 
nationalities and languages that could be examined to a much larger extent. 
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Joke Haafkens thought that Margo Broun’s description of the current  
situation was very general. One has to look at each scientific field separately 
and add a historical dimension to understand why the situation is so gloomy 
in some fields and not in others, she said. 

– Today, many women work in medicine as compared to twenty years ago 
and there are many more women scientists. I think that medicine is one 
of the few fields today where gender issues are taken seriously in both the 
question of staffing and in research. 

– Of course, when analysing the situation for gender research, you have 
to examine the different disciplines as well as the unique context, answered 
Margo Brouns. Right now, I don’t think that major progress in gender studies 
made in the social sciences, especially not in my country. A study carried out 
in Germany clearly indicated that research proposals on gender issues were 
more frequently rejected for funding than other proposals. From this point 
of view we can say that an engagement in gender issues creates certain risks. 
Currently, the importance of gender receives much more acknowledgement 
in medicine, so maybe at this moment in time, a researcher in medicine has 
a better position to contribute to progress in gender research than a resear-
cher in the social sciences.

importance of gender competence in evaluation 
It is crucial that the scientific community and especially those who are as-
sessing applications have a special gender competence. We must also educa-
te the whole scientific community about what gender aspects mean, stated 
Anne Marie Berggren’s work group. Inspired by Liv Langfeldt’s lecture, they 
also suggested that different ways of counting and assessing different pur-
poses should be used in the reviewing process. Hanne Petersen had similar 
ideas and underlined the need to introduce plural standards. She hoped that 
everyone in the audience involved in the evaluation of research should en-
gage in this area practically. 

Finally, some researchers pointed out that the reviewing process is not 
only a question about what peers do and do not do. Application forms must 
be adapted for gender research, which is not always the case today. Further-
more, before sending in the applications, many gender researchers lack ac-
cess to colleagues that can give qualified feedback at the department level. 

general problems
There was also a minor discussion about general problems and challenges 
in science today. Even if the evaluative criteria are crystal clear, the fact 
remains that competition is very hard and only those who get very high 
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grades and very good reviews can hope for funding. Hanne Petersen mentio-
ned that the orientation towards individual presentations put a heavy burden 
on the individual researcher. Anne Marie Berggren, on the other hand, fo-
cused on the difficulties with the large research groups that are now also 
required in the humanities and the social sciences. 

defining gender research

a heterogeneous field
One matter in the discussion focused on the definition of gender research, 
something that obviously also influences the evaluation of gender research. 
Some people even questioned if gender research is a scientific field on its own, 
though the majority present at the conference were convinced that it is. 

– I’ve worked with gender research for more than ten years at the Swed-
ish Research Council, said Anne Marie Berggren. Having read thousands 
of applications I’ve finally learned that it is a research area on its own and 
should be recognized as such. After a while you can see if an application in 
gender studies is good or not. 

Another way of defining gender research is by pointing to the increasing 
numbers of publications in the field, which Hanne Petersen did:

– I think we’re dealing with a field that has emerged and expanded explo-
sively during a generation. I was at my first Nordic conference on woman’s 
law in 1975, and at that time not much was written in gender research in  
general, and it was possible to follow what was happening in the field.  
Today, I can hardly manage to read all the contents of the journals. So no 
doubt we can speak about gender research, but of course it’s a complex area, 
and it has become very diverse. 

Several people drew attention to the diversity of gender research. Even 
though one can talk of gender research in general, one has to deal with the 
fact that there are many “sub subjects” in gender research. This is something 
that must be respected, emphasized Anna Jonasdottir:

– We can define gender research as one scientific field, if we respect the 
fact that it is very heterogeneous because of the different methods and  
theories employed. And when we evaluate gender research we need to take 
into account that there are different levels of gender research. Some projects 
only partially involve gender aspects, while some are pure gender studies.

Anne Marie Berggren had difficulties in defining methods in gender  
research, but found part of the answer in its interdisciplinarity: 

– I think that the answer is imbedded in what happens when you 
bring fields together. For example, the fact that a professor in tax law, Åsa  
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Gunnarsson, can get input from gender research in medicine certainly 
shows that we should regard it as a new field with new methods. 

two cultures
Agnes Wold saw problems with what she interpreted as a politically correct 
definition of gender research. In her lecture she spoke about two cultures, 
where the natural sciences and medicine belong to one culture, and the hu-
manities and the social sciences belong to another. One of her statements 
was that there is still a big gap and misunderstanding between the two cul-
tures. Most gender researchers are found in the second culture. As a con-
sequence, important medical research, for example about women’s heart 
diseases, is not accepted and included in the politically correct definition of 
gender research and in the gender research field.

Many people at the conference questioned her conclusions. Katarina 
Hamberg has worked on the gender committee at the medical faculty at 
Umeå University in the last four years, trying to introduce a gender per-
spective in education and research. She claimed that Agnes Wold’s starting 
point, with the two cultures, made her fall into a trap: 

– Instead of creating a dichotomy, I think it’s necessary that we try to find 
a common ground. Being a gender researcher in medicine I look for colla-
boration and sometimes a fusion between the natural sciences, humanities 
and social sciences. 

Katarina Hamberg also emphasized that there must be an understanding 
in both directions:

– I don’t want to say that positivism is ridiculous or that positivism is the 
only way. I think there are different methods and that this is something 
you have to accept. We in the natural sciences also have to be willing to un-
derstand our colleagues who work in the humanities and the social sciences.

Agnes Wold responded that even though she’s not doing traditional gen-
der research, her engagement in gender politics in medicine, for example 
fighting misinterpretations about breastfeeding, is an important task that 
is not included in traditional definitions of gender research. Another ex-
ample that was brought up was Karin Schenk-Gustafsson’s studies about 
women’s heart diseases, studies in which her way of using the word “gen-
der” provoked several gender researchers. Ulf Mellström summarized the 
criticism:

– Karin Schenk-Gustafsson and her group have taken the concept of gen-
der and used it in a way that doesn’t respect a long theoretical tradition. 
They have turned gender into something about the biology of women and 
men. 
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Agnes Wold answered that this reaction itself shows that there are indeed 
two cultures and that there is a misunderstanding because of the different 
research traditions: 

– In our culture (the natural science one) it is not a big thing to misuse 
a word, because a word or a theory means very little in our world. What is 
important to us are the data and the impact of the data. That is why we have 
this collision. And I’m just saying that Karin Schenk-Gustafsson’s research 
is extremely important and in my view this is something much more im-
portant than whether you use a word in a certain way. 

Katarina Hemberg didn’t agree. She though that the discussion of the 
concept is crucial, not least in the evaluation process:

– It is a problem that many peers in medicine don’t have a common def-
inition of what they mean by gender. Medical research that is closer to the 
social sciences is sometimes not seen as sufficiently scientific, because it’s 
not positivist enough.

the lack of gender research in certain research areas
Anne Hammarström drew attention to the fact that gender research is a 
growing field in the natural sciences and wondered how the Swedish 
Research Council deals with this fact. Are there “gender-crossed” applica-
tions in the natural and engineering sciences? Are there experts with 
gender competence in the review group? Arne Johansson explained that 
even though there is a good possibility for funding, there was only one single 
application in 2005 that could be classified as gender research. 

– I don’t even claim that there is gender research in the natural and engi-
neering sciences, he concluded. But we welcome this kind of research, and I 
think that it’s definitely possible that we will see it in the future.

defining excellence in gender research

A main goal of the conference was to discu ss how gender research should  
relate to and deal with the concept of excellence and how one should define 
excellence in gender research. A lot of ideas and suggestions were presented. 

Many of the participants hesitated to talk about excellence in general. 
Joke Haafkens pointed to the problem in Nina Lykke’s claim that on one 
hand gender researchers are excellent and this needs to be recognized, and 
on the other hand that the field it so diverse. So how are we to recognize 
excellence? We have to be specific, she emphasized. 
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Kamma Langberg´s work group stated that there are different kinds of  
excellence. Someone can be excellent in doing research, in teaching or in 
communicating with society, or possess all these skills. It’s necessary to  
discuss what excellence means in different research areas and develop a con-
cept from such a discussion:

–We must work on this task in a concrete way at the universities and iden-
tify what we think is important when we talk of excellence, whether we 
mean the number of published articles, number of network or something 
else. We have to be specific and allow for variation at the same time. 

Hanne Petersen was on the same line. She said that we are in the beginning of  
a process of filling out the concept of excellence. We have to take advantage of 
this and contribute to establish such a concept. In due time it will become an 
established concept, she said, and put the creation of the concept of excellence 
in a broader context, where we are now “moving out” from national know-
ledge production into a global market-oriented knowledge producing society. 

She claimed that this frame in knowledge production must influence the 
ways we deal with the concept of excellence. Therefore we need to think of 
ways of defining excellence that are more flexible, broader, allowing for short-
term strategies and more purpose-oriented approaches. She gave an example: 

– Once I heard an Iranian woman who said that in Muslim societies mar-
riages are contracts, and you can marry for two hours, that is have short-term 
contracts. In a time of temporary relations and when technology gives us ways 
of communicating that we didn’t have before, we shouldn’t think in terms of 
a “Saltsjöbaden agreement” that is supposed to last 50, 100 years. Why isn’t it 
possible to come up with temporary cooperative arrangements when present-
ing criteria of excellence in gender research and set up a webpage? 

Hanne Petersen also stated that we have to live with different and sim-
ultaneous values. On Gotland there are gravestones that combine old and 
Christian symbols, that is, combining two different value systems. 

– I think we have to do something similar, she said. To combine values 
from another age with a new emerging frame. 

The work group lead by Hanne Petersen tried to identify certain aspects of 
excellence from the perspective of gender research. Some of the important 
aspects that they came up with were such things as social relevance, prac- 
tise, internationalization and making oneself understood – communication. 

– We also spoke about the strengths in gender research. Both the tradi-
tion of networking and the political orientation are strong. The orientation 
towards producing relevant knowledge is important and so are the commu-
nicative approach and the critical potential. The criticism that is directed 
at gender research is to some extend also its strength, because it develops a 
need for self-criticism.

SuMMaRy of the diScuSSionS



Reaching foR Scientific excellence in gendeR ReSeaRch 85

lightness versus complexity 
Hanne Petersen was influenced by the Italian philosopher Calvino in her 
lecture where she presented new criteria of excellence in research in general 
and gender studies in particular. Some of these criteria were “lightness” and 
“quickness”.

The education researcher Hillevi Lenz Taguchi commented on these sug-
gestions:

– I recognize the need for lightness, quickness, consistency and also the need 
of new values that are not too complicated. On the other hand, it scares me 
when you talk so much about visibility and lightness, because we know of 
the complexity of the world, and we don’t need easy answers. If this is a new 
enlightenment, this enlightenment also has to include a certain kind of com-
plexity. I’m working with teachers who are trying to transform knowledge 
from research in their practices and they don’t need easy answers to anything. 
The need to be recognized as thinking subjects who ask for more knowledge. 

Anna Jonasdottir also commented on Hanne Petersen’s lecture: 
– I think that we should write less and better, but when I listened more I 

didn’t really agree. As you’re in law, you think that it is not always so good to 
produce a 500-page book, but I think that the huge amount of articles that 
nobody reads is a greater problem. 

– It is a question of evaluation, answered Hanne Petersen. If these articles are 
not rewarded, the development might stop, but now also useless articles count. 

how can gender researchers influence? 
Many people talked about the need for gender researchers to create not only 
new standards, but also new arenas for assessment and recognition, which 
means introducing new people as reviewers and new forms of recognition.

a proactive attitude 
Ulf Mellström stated that the concept of excellence seems to be part of 
a kind of irreversible process, including larger research groups and centres 
of excellence. The most repeated word at the Swedish Research Council is  
probably excellence, he said and asked: How can gender research cope with 
this irreversible process? One answer came from Anne Marie Berggren’s 
work group, which presented two ways of dealing with excellence: 

– Either we confront this politically or we just try to adapt to the current 
situation; try to “get on the boat” and organize ourselves so that we can get 
involved in the discussions in the scientific community and try to contrib-
ute to better evaluations. 
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Anne Marie Berggren herself thought that the best thing that had ever  
happened in Sweden in terms of the progress for gender research was the 
institutionalization of the professors (the so called Tham professors). This 
has really helped us, she claimed, and suggested that a way to change gender 
research would be to work for more gender professors. 

the importance of allies
Hanne Petersen’s work group was one of many that focused on the need for 
forming alliances with other groups, especially those that have interdiscip-
linary approaches. 

cooperation at different levels
Several participants agreed that cooperation on a national and international 
level is important and that networks of excellence might be a good idea. 
In Kamma Langberg’s work group the participants accentuated that it is 
important with national and international cooperation in networks, since 
gender researchers can’t go “one and one” and apply for large resources.

This request got an immediate response. Anna Jonasdottir said that a meet-
ing at Stockholm University was going to be held the very next day with the 
aim of establishing a national association for gender research. Hopefully, 
this will become a strong professional association for drawing up strategies 
and put pressure on politicians as well as on research councils, she explained. 

Margo Brouns has written a report for the European Commission based 
on a two-day workshop about gender biases in the definitions and measure-
ments of scientific excellence (Gender and Excellence in the Making, 2004). 
One of her conclusions is that it would be helpful to organize more events on 
a European level to tackle the issue of women being discriminated against in 
the evaluation processes in the sciences. 

– When I travel around talking about this I can see that everything is 
organized as “small events” and not coordinated on a structural level in the 
European Union. I think it would be wonderful to organize these kinds of 
debates and not only in gender studies and with gender specialists, but also 
in connection with other disciplines. 

Nina Lykke revealed plans to launch a professional European organization 
for gender studies that is going to emerge out of the two existing organizations 
AOIFE (Association of Institutions for Feminist Education and Research in 
Europe) and the network ATHENA (Advanced Thematic Network in 
Activities in Women’s Studies in Europe) funded by EU’s Socrates program. 
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This will take place during the next European feminist research conference 
that will be held in Lodz in Poland in August 2006. 

– One of the idea is of course to fight for the recognition of our excel-
lence! We have in fact reached and achieved a lot in terms of excellence. 
And we must receive much more recognition for this kind of excellence. It’s 
important to act on a European level, but I also agree with Hanne Petersen 
that it is a global exercise as well.

Joke Haafkens informed the participants of the opportunities to give 
comments to the content of the preliminary version of the seventh framework 
programme of the European Community for research (FP7) technological 
development and demonstration activities (2007 to 2013).

– What you can do is to express an interest in a certain theme, she ex-
plained. We have a really good opportunity to do collaborative European 
research, for example about the criteria for excellence in gender research. 

the gender treaty 
Inspired by the surroundings of the conference, held in Saltsjöbaden, Hanne 
Petersen presented a gender treaty, which she had written together with Åsa 
Gunnarsson. 

– We are now close to Vår Gård, a building that is part of the history of 
Swedish capitalism in the beginning of twentieth century, financed by major 
industrialists and now owned by Coop. These big construction works that 
were initially built by industrialists and their families couldn’t stay in the 
hands of individuals. And probably this is what we have to do also – build a 
new cooperation in research, globally. 

gender treaty

1. Peace in the research community
2. Procedures for cooperation and communication
3. Secure continuity
4. Parity representation in decision making bodies
5. Local negotiations about quality
6. Parity mediation 

SuMMaRy of the diScuSSionS
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SuMMaRy of the confeRence

Britta lundgren
Professor in ethnology, Head of Umeå Advanced Gender Studies at Umeå Uni-
versity and Chairman of the Committee for Gender Research at the Swedish 
Research Council. 

The conference has shown that excellence is a very big topic and we should 
definitely keep in mind the broad scope of issues that this conference has 
broached. 

We discussed the definition of gender research and the unavoidable inter-
twining of gender research and gender inequality. 

We talked about the fact that we probably have to live with the concept 
of excellence and that it is dangerous to meet this reality with arrogance 
instead of strategic thinking. 

We talked about pluralism in the field and the importance of keeping this 
pluralism. On the other hand this plurality makes the use of the word “we” 
problematic as well as making it difficult to talk about anything that has to 
do with gender studies. 

We have spoken about the social relevance and new kind of visibility that 
is being understood through communication and internationalization. 

Where do we go from here then? We need qualitative research of assess-
ment procedures. We need to know more about the changes in academia and 
how deeply embedded the criteria of excellence are. We can be the actors of 
changing them and have to be successful in the making of new ones. But the 
most important thing is to keep doing good research and building strategic 
alliances while conducting and communicating this research. 

I’m grateful for all the inspiring contributions and comments at 
the conference that will be considered by the Committee for Gender  
Research. We will continue to follow the integration of gender and science.  
We will contribute to making the results from the funding of gender  
research visible, since it is an important way to secure continuity within the 
research community. And we will continue the work on making Swedish 
gender research a platform in a broader perspective, both as an interdiscipli-
nary field and within various traditional disciplines. 
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