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Abstract
Scholars have described how neutral routines and ‘objective’ criteria in recruitment may result 
in an institutional preference for certain types of candidates. This article advances the literature 
on recruitment by conducting an in-depth study of how the criteria for assessing quality are 
applied in practice in the recruitment process. Through an in-depth study of 48 recruitment cases 
for permanent academic positions in Norway and 52 qualitative interviews with the recruiters 
involved, we stress the need to grasp how evaluation is embedded in the organisational process of 
recruitment. By constructing an ideal type of recruitment process comprising five different steps, 
we show that despite evaluators including diversity concerns in their search for talent during the 
first stages of the recruitment process, they end up deploying narrow criteria that tend to favour 
men in the crucial steps of the recruitment process, in which hiring outcomes are determined.
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Introduction

How gatekeepers evaluate merit and make hiring decisions not only affects individuals’ 
careers, but also shapes the demographic composition of a department and a discipline 
and, thus, creates the boundaries that define the ‘ideal academic’ (Bourdieu, 1988; 
Rivera, 2017). Despite advances in gender equality and the proliferation of diversity 
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initiatives in organisations, women continue to be under-represented in top academic 
positions (Shefigures, 2019). Gender bias in recruitment is often highlighted as a key 
factor when explaining the persistent gender inequality in academia, but the existing 
evidence is inconsistent. Experiments involving hiring for non-faculty positions within 
universities show that when assessing candidates with identical competence, evaluators 
tend to judge women more negatively than they do men due to an unconscious bias 
against women (Moss-Racusin et al., 2012; Steinpreis et al., 1999). However, for higher-
level positions in academia, experimental studies find that there is no negative bias 
against women (Carlsson et al., 2021; Williams and Ceci, 2015). Thus, to explain the 
prevalence of gender inequality in academic institutions, recent contributions have 
pointed to the possibility of institutional discrimination against women: gender stratifi-
cation may arise when gatekeepers build their assessment criteria on the research prefer-
ences, approaches and career paths of a successful group of predominantly male scholars 
(Lund, 2012; Nielsen, 2018).

Although the existing literature has scrutinised biases and deviations from merito-
cratic norms, few studies have examined the way in which legitimate evaluation and 
recruitment are conducted in practice. As Nielsen (2018) points out, the literature on 
recruitment rarely pays attention to how performance measures are applied in the day-to-
day activities of managers and research evaluators. With the aim of filling in this research 
gap, we conduct an in-depth study of the organisational process of academic recruit-
ment. We raise three main questions: (a) How does the recruitment process shape stand-
ards of academic quality and criteria for selection? (b) How, if at all, do evaluators 
include considerations of gender and diversity in their assessment of quality? (c) What 
are the potential gender consequences of the evaluation of quality and the inclusion or 
exclusion of diversity concerns in this process?

Building on an in-depth study of 48 recruitment cases for permanent academic posi-
tions in Norway and 52 qualitative interviews with the recruiters involved, we study how 
recruiters evaluate, rank and choose candidates for academic positions. With its strong 
policies on gender equality (Aboim, 2010) and its increasing focus on research excel-
lence (Rasmussen, 2017), Norway is a suitable case for investigating how the process of 
constructing merit in academic evaluations is conducted and the way in which gender 
considerations are taken into account in these processes.

This analysis of the organisational process of recruitment allows us to complement 
and nuance the scholarship on academic hiring. In cases where a negative bias cannot 
explain the inequalities observed, the literature on ‘institutional discrimination’ demon-
strates how neutral policies and routines produce systematic disadvantages between 
groups (Bayer and Rouse, 2016; Lopez, 2000). We advance this literature via an in-depth 
analysis of the organisational process of evaluation in academic recruitment. In contrast 
to studies which argue that academic recruitment, by default, is set up to reproduce ine-
quality (Sensoy and DiAngelo, 2017) or which show how gender equity is not integral to 
gatekeepers’ visions of excellence (Van den Brink and Benschop, 2012), our study dem-
onstrates that gatekeepers do include diversity concerns in their evaluations of academic 
quality. Yet, the seemingly neutral criteria for assessing quality that tend to favour men 
outweigh the diversity consideration in the crucial steps of the recruitment process in 
which hiring outcomes are determined. Thus, it is not the question of if gatekeepers value 
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diversity but, rather, when and how they integrate diversity into their evaluation of merit 
during the hiring process, that is relevant for the reproduction or disruption of 
inequality.

Opening the ‘Black Box’ of Academic Hiring

Most studies on evaluation in academia focus on discrimination and deviances from the 
norms of meritocracy and fairness. Yet, experimental studies on the occurrence of gender 
bias provide mixed results. The few studies that investigate gender bias in recruitment 
among faculty responsible for appointments find that female applicants, in fact, have an 
advantage over male applicants with similar qualifications (Carlsson et  al., 2021; 
Williams and Ceci, 2015). Therefore, to explain the prevalence of gender inequality in 
academic institutions, scholars have implicated a different mechanism of inequality, 
namely, institutional discrimination.

Institutional Discrimination and the Ideal Academic

In contrast to the scholarly work on bias and negative stereotypes, the literature on institu-
tional discrimination focuses on how seemingly neutral policies and routines in recruitment 
systematically advantage or disadvantage members of particular groups (Lopez, 2000). A 
key argument is that although the formal criteria or routines for selecting and evaluating 
academics cannot per se be considered discriminative, they carry the risk of reinforcing a 
structure and evaluative culture that disadvantage women (Nielsen, 2018). By exploring 
selection processes in practice, research shows how formal procedures are followed to 
uphold the belief in meritocracy but, still, produce inequality: narrow job profiles and closed 
recruitment procedures end up advantaging dominant groups (Husu, 2000; Nielsen, 2016; 
Van den Brink, 2011). Thus, even formal institutional procedures provide the space for deci-
sion making based on network ties that disadvantage women (Nielsen, 2016).

Several scholars have questioned the criteria for defining merit and the ideal candi-
date in academia. Their main argument is that the definition of excellence or the standard 
model of an academic career is not gender neutral but a male model (Bagilhole and 
Goode, 2001). That is, the criteria that are valued and presented as neutral tend to favour 
the kinds of careers, experiences and achievements that men tend to have more than 
women do (Nielsen, 2018). For example, defining academic excellence as synonymous 
with publishing in A-level journals disadvantages women, as they tend to be more heav-
ily engaged in teaching activities and more often take on ‘invisible’ organisational 
responsibilities (Lund, 2012; Nielsen, 2018). Furthermore, compared to their male col-
leagues, female researchers engage in topics, styles and methodologies that have a lower 
likelihood of being published in the journals perceived as prestigious (Hancock et al., 
2013). An important insight from these studies is that differences arise both from the 
supply and demand side, as women are asked to perform the shadow work or non-pro-
motable tasks more often than men are, and women more frequently accept requests to 
perform such tasks (Babcock et al., 2017). The scholarship, thus, points to gender-spe-
cific patterns of task distribution and publishing profiles prior to the hiring situation that 
are then sanctioned in the hiring process in a way that disadvantages women.
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We will build on the literature on institutional discrimination in our analysis of recruit-
ment. However, we aim to study not only the effects of gatekeepers’ definition of the 
ideal academic, but also the construction of standards and the criteria underpinning it. 
We draw on the analytical tradition of valuation studies to explore how evaluation pro-
cesses attribute worth and value and contribute to the production, legitimation and insti-
tutionalisation of meaning (Lamont, 2012).

Evaluation as a Social Process

The sociology of valuation and evaluation is concerned with how value is produced, 
assessed and institutionalised across a range of settings. It highlights how (e)valuation is 
not something that happens in the mind of an individual, but rather, it is a social and 
cultural process that happens in practices and experiences (Lamont, 2012). Establishing 
value involves an intersubjective agreement or disagreement on which entity is to be 
compared and negotiations about proper criteria and who is a legitimate judge.

Excellence does not simply arise: it is produced through expert interaction and net-
works (Lamont, 2009). Specific understandings of quality are not naturally given but are 
constructed through these social processes and, then, presented as naturally given in 
ways that make them difficult to question and which some groups gain from (Bourdieu 
and Passeron, 2000). As demonstrated by Guetzkow et al. (2004), variation exists in the 
criteria that peer reviewers use to distinguish between worthy and less worthy academic 
work. 

The emphasis on the social aspect of evaluation is useful for understanding the organ-
isational dimension of selection processes in academia. Although the literature on insti-
tutional discrimination provides important insights into how neutral standards may 
produce inequality, there is a paucity of research on how the recruitment process shapes 
these standards of academic quality. The question of interest to us is what role the organi-
sational process of recruitment plays in defining worth and, in relation to that, producing 
gender inequality in academia.

The Norwegian Case: A Window on Academic 
Recruitment

While women increasingly occupy positions in higher education and academia, 
Norwegian universities are still characterised by gender segregation. Like the rest of the 
labour market, men dominate top positions such as professorships, and male and female 
researchers work in different disciplines (Næss et al., 2018). While there are a high num-
ber of female scholars working in the fields of social science and health science, the natu-
ral and technical sciences are male-dominated (Frølich et al., 2019).

Gender equality is a strongly established norm in research and higher education poli-
cies, and the Norwegian government provides formal guidelines to ensure gender bal-
ance in academic hiring through the Norwegian University and College Law. These 
guidelines aim to ensure that institutions strive for equality throughout the recruitment 
process; for example, through establishing search committees in fields that 
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are gender-imbalanced to increase the number of applicants from the under-represented 
gender, by striving for gender balance within scientific committees and through recom-
mending preferential treatment for the under-represented gender when two candidates 
are otherwise similarly evaluated.

Compared to other European countries, in Norway, recruitment processes for aca-
demic university positions, regulated through the Public Administration Act and admin-
istrative law regulations, are particularly transparent. For one, all vacant research 
positions must be publicly announced. Furthermore, all applicants for positions such as 
associate and full professors have the right to access their scientific assessments. This is 
a double methodological advantage. First, unlike the situation in most other countries, it 
is possible to access and gain insight into recruitment processes and related documents. 
Second, because it pushes recruiters to formulate explicit arguments around their valua-
tions and selections in a way that may allow for a better understanding of how varying 
logics influence the recruitment process. The Norwegian case is, thus, a unique case for 
studying how gatekeepers evaluate, rank and select new hires.

Data Collection and Methodology

Sample

The sample consisted of 48 recruitment processes for associate and full professor posi-
tions in three disciplines (history, political science and biology) within the period 2013–
2018 in three universities located in different parts of Norway. One of the universities 
enjoys a slightly higher degree of prestige and is slightly more internationalised than the 
other two, but the difference is not considerable. Although we did not gain equal access 
to all nine departments, we did gain access to all the recruitment processes in each of the 
participating departments. This provided us with variation and sufficient cases for satura-
tion. The data consist of documents, recruitment reports from the 48 recruitment pro-
cesses and interviews with 52 members of faculty from the participating departments 
who were involved in the recruitment processes. The interviewees were professors or 
associate professors, and were either heads of departments or members of one of the 
committees involved in the recruitment process, such as the scientific committee or the 
interview committee (more information on these committees is provided in the analysis 
section). The interviewees included 19 women and 33 men. The disciplines of history, 
political science and biology were chosen, as they are traditional university disciplines 
and are almost gender-balanced or have a high share of women in lower positions, such 
as postdoctoral fellows and PhD students (percentage of women, over 50%), but are 
male-dominated at the professor level (percentage of women, below 30%). This is true 
for all three universities.

After gaining an overview of the relevant disciplines and universities, we contacted 
the heads of each department. They provided an overview of the recruitment cases dur-
ing the relevant time period, recruitment reports from said cases and a list of involved 
faculty from each respective department, who were contacted for an interview. The study 
was presented as a study of skills, quality and recruitment processes in academia, with no 
particular emphasis on gender. Additionally, from an ethical perspective, 
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it was important to emphasise that the research was not concerned with the individual 
job-seeker or institution as such, but rather, evaluations and understandings about com-
petence during the hiring process across institutions and disciplines. However, socially 
desirable answers may be an issue even when anonymity is guaranteed. Two of the nine 
departments contacted chose not to participate because they had too few appointments in 
the relevant time period. The percentage of female professors was low in both the partici-
pating and non-participating departments, and some departments that did participate had 
received negative media attention on issues related to gender equality. Thus, we do not 
believe that agreement or refusal to participate by the departments can be explained by a 
self-selection bias. Finally, the study received the necessary authorisation from the 
Norwegian Centre for Research Data.

The appointment reports contain documents on the announcement of the position, the 
list of applicants, the composition of the scientific committee and the scientific commit-
tees’ evaluation and final ranking of the nominees. The combination of data on the for-
mal process and reasoning of the committees, as well as interviews that may cover 
discussions and reasoning not included in the formal documents, is of particular value 
because it allows us to understand both norms that are presentable, and thus legitimate, 
in a formal setting and norms that are actually applied in the selection but may not be 
formally reported.

Data Collection

Semi-structured interviews that lasted one to two hours were conducted in the autumn? 
and winter of 2017 and in spring 2018. The interviews were originally held in Norwegian, 
and the quotes in this article were translated into English by the authors. All interviews 
were recorded and transcribed verbatim. The interview guide asked for descriptions of 
specific recruitment processes in which the interviewees had been involved. Such 
descriptive interviews tend to provide more data on practice and on the criteria and 
norms that are operative, rather than merely official discourses on what ought to count 
(Mangset and Asdal, 2019). This focus on processual information in interviews is a 
methodological tool for dealing with social desirability, as interviewees tend to be less 
concerned with presenting a good image of themselves when describing processes and 
events than when asked directly about opinions, meanings and values (Tavory, 2020). 
The interviewees were asked about their understandings of academic quality and excel-
lence that were discussed in the recruitment processes and whether any other considera-
tions had been taken into account. They were finally asked whether diversity was debated 
in the department and in relation to recruitment processes. The questions were asked in 
an open manner and resulted, for example, in interviewees who were both positive and 
negative regarding gender-equality measures expressing their views.

We studied the newest recruitment cases by reading the scientific committees’ evalu-
ation and final ranking of the nominees before interviewing the gatekeepers involved, so 
that questions could be asked about specific recruitment cases. By reading the committee 
evaluations and interviewing committee members, we were able to track different stages 
of the recruitment process. The descriptive nature of the interview questions allowed us 
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to raise issues and controversies that mattered to them, without being steered by our and 
the scholarly field’s pre-conceived notions.

Data Analysis

The analysis focused on how committee members defined quality and an ideal candidate 
for professorship, and how their notions of who is qualified and what it means to be 
qualified for a job may be linked to different aspects of diversity. Aside from being 
informed by these theoretically grounded questions, the coding process was empirically 
driven. The material was coded under five main descriptive codes that reflected the 
stages of what was identified as an ideal-type recruitment process. These five stages had 
several sub-codes, many of which overlapped, such as ‘criteria for inclusion and exclu-
sion of candidates’, ‘diversity’ and ‘assessment material’. These later formed the basis of 
the analysis, in which two different logics for selection were discerned. Although there 
were differences between the disciplines, particularly with regard to the degree of for-
malisation and quantification of quality, and the degree of concern for diversity (both of 
which were strongest in biology), the differences between disciplines were far less strik-
ing than the similarities. The analysis will, thus, focus on the latter.

A Stepwise Process with Diverging Definitions of Quality

The following analysis is informed by the literature on institutional discrimination which 
argues that gender inequality is a simple reflection of a gender-blind organisation. In 
order to empirically explore this relationship, this study focuses on the potential mediat-
ing factors that can explain this complex reality. In doing so, we refer to the literature on 
evaluation which highlights the need to explore the construction of worth and the criteria 
used to define it. By scrutinising the organisational process of evaluation as a potential 
mediating factor, the following analysis identifies how the construction of academic 
quality varies between different stages of the recruitment process. A key finding is that 
gatekeepers draw on multiple logics and criteria in their search for talent in different 
stages of the process that may both reproduce and disrupt gender inequality.

Based on analyses of interview data and official written reports on the recruitment 
processes, we constructed a five-step ideal-type recruitment process: (1) establishing and 
announcing the position; (2) sorting committee; (3) scientific committee; (4) interview-
ing and trial lecture committee; and (5) final hiring. Although there is some variation 
between institutions, disciplines and cases, this ideal type represents the predominant 
pattern in the material, and any processes that are different can easily be explained in 
relation to this model. The list of relevant candidates that the department chooses to 
invite for a lecture and interview, and then decide who to hire, is defined during the first 
three stages of the process. Thus, we will only focus on stages 1–3 in this article. By 
dividing the recruitment process into these steps, we find that the earlier stages of the 
process are marked by a logic of inclusion that entails an increase in the number of appli-
cants of all types, rather than criteria that hinder women from applying for the position, 
as previous research has found. However, in line with other studies on institutional dis-
crimination, we find that in the later and more decisive stages of the process (stages 2 and 
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3), the evaluators use a logic of exclusion, which entails restricted, formal criteria that 
may disadvantage women.

Stage 1: Logic of Inclusion

Previous research has shown how recruiters fail to recruit women in academic hiring due 
to closed procedures and narrow job profiles (Nielsen, 2016; Van den Brink, 2011). The 
desire to minimise potential risks in appointing external candidates creates space for 
decisions based on network ties (Husu, 2000). As a result, the pool of potential new can-
didates ends up being restricted to a homogeneous group of scholars because gatekeepers 
do not consider diversity issues when searching for the ideal candidate (Van den Brink, 
2011).

With regard to the first step of the recruitment process, namely, the announcement, we 
did not find processes that exclude female candidates in our material. In all the studied 
employment cases, there was open competition for a position through a public announce-
ment. The interviewees expressed how the situation has changed so that there is stronger 
competition for the announced positions as the number of applicants is on the increase. 
They described this as a historical shift. Here, they emphasised different but related 
changes. For example, the announcements are published not only in Norwegian but also 
in English. Moreover, the institution not only disseminates information to those who 
already have a local tie to the institution, but also targets external networks and institu-
tions. Lastly, announcements are advertised not only in national forums but also in inter-
national forums. Such changes to the recruitment practices are seen as something that has 
happened over a relatively short time. This shift was explained as follows by one of the 
interviewees:

The fact that there is a real open competition for positions and that this is treated as something 
positive, is new. Previously, we all knew that the announcement was meant for one special 
candidate. We have a few cases over the last 30 years where the external committee did 
something on their own, and we ended up with a candidate who would otherwise not have been 
selected. (History)

The institutional procedures and the interviewees’ understanding of quality during the 
first step of the recruitment process are characterised by a logic of inclusion. This logic 
is reflected in a positive evaluation of a diverse pool of applicants. To attract the best 
applicants, the interviewees remarked that there must be open competition between a 
large pool of diverse applicants. Contrary to previous research that indicates exclusion 
through closed competition and network ties, this material illustrates that gatekeepers 
take diversity into account during the first step of the recruitment process. They do so in 
three distinct ways.

First, several gatekeepers talked about gender balance when they described their 
actions during the first stage of recruitment. In several empirical cases, the interviewees 
described institutionalised procedures that were meant to facilitate gender balance. A 
majority of the documents in our material include a section in the announcement where 
women are encouraged to apply. This signals a certain level of commitment to gender 



Orupabo and Mangset	 9

balance. In addition, several of the interviewees had experiences with search committees 
that sought to raise the number of qualified and relevant female applicants. However, 
there are institutional variations with regard to the institutionalisation of search commit-
tees: some present the practice as a formal procedure, while others describe it as an 
informal practice. Despite this variation, the main task for those involved is to identify 
relevant female researchers and encourage them to apply for a position. Some interview-
ees also had experiences with search committees that invited female scholars from 
abroad to visit Norway and the department prior to an announcement to create interest in 
a position. Thus, search committees are presented as a strategy to increase the pool of 
female candidates for a given position. One interviewee noted:

But in any case, it starts with the search list. So now we are trying to encourage women to apply. 
Because we have also experienced that women may think that there may be no point in applying, 
that they think that they are not good enough. But that’s wrong. So, we work on encouragement, 
because if we start out with fewer women than men, then it is likely that we will end up with a 
man. (Biology)

While most of the interviewees emphasised search committees as the best method for 
improving gender balance, some interviewees also addressed the timing of the announce-
ment and the definition of the job profile in the announcement as important strategies to 
achieve gender balance. The interviewees addressed timing as a strategy in situations 
where there are potential female candidates who are qualified to compete for a position: 
for example, if several female candidates in a network require more time to qualify, the 
announcement can be postponed. Similar reflections were made regarding the definition 
of a job profile, but this strategy was only apparent in biology. Here, several interviewees 
reflected on the relationship between gender and subfields. As noted by one interviewee, 
‘If you keep on announcing jobs in fields where there are no female researchers, we will 
not increase the female share in our staff.’ Thus, this strategy was not seen as a way of 
tailoring the job to specific candidates, but as a way to increase the pool of female appli-
cants. One of the interviewees noted:

We do not design the job description for certain candidates; we do not. But at the same time, we 
look around us. If there are any candidates in the department or others that we know of, we try 
to at least not exclude them. So, if there are talents that we would like to recruit, we try to frame 
the announcement so that they will be able to apply. This is especially the case for potential 
female candidates. [.  .  .] So, if there are qualified female candidates in the department that we 
think are qualified, there’s a pressure that we should at least announce a position in a field that 
these candidates can apply for. In this case, we had one relevant candidate in the department, 
and she ended up with the position, she did. I wouldn’t say it was a job that was tailor-made for 
her, but it was a job she could apply for. (Biology)

Second, in addition to gender balance, the interviewees also talked about age as a 
relevant factor with regard to increasing the pool of applicants. They described a histori-
cal shift wherein they had moved from only valuing accumulated academic work to now 
looking for future research potential. This tendency is also evident in the documents, 
where a majority of the announcements highlight an ‘upward trajectory’ as an important 



10	 Sociology 00(0)

measure of quality. In addition, the majority of the announcement documents in this 
study asked the applicants to only provide publications from the last five to seven years. 
The interviewees saw this change as a positive strategy to recruit younger scholars. 
Rather than looking for candidates with a long and impressive track record, they look for 
candidates who seem to be on the verge of an impressive career – not necessarily some-
one at the top, but someone heading upwards. Some interviewees also saw the valuation 
of potential as a strategy to increase the proportion of female applicants for a position, as 
expressed by one of the interviewees:

We highlight last year’s publications in the announcements. So, if you are 60 years old and have 
published a lot, it does not help you if your prime work was published 20 years ago. Then you 
may not even make it onto the short list. We do this because we want to attract young scholars, 
but also because we have a male-dominated staff. The share of qualified female scholars is 
much larger in the potential category than if we only looked at those with ‘long and true 
service’. (Political science)

Lastly, the interviewees highlighted the internationalisation of the pool of applicants 
as a significant shift that has happened over the last five to 15 years (the shift was more 
recent in history than in biology, with political science situated between the two). This 
also means that a wider, and in some ways, more diverse pool of applicants is included 
in the process of evaluation because the applicants come from a wider range of countries 
and institutions than applicants in the past did. This shift towards more open but, also, 
stronger competition is highly connected to increased mobility between countries. With 
the exception of biology, in political science and history, until recently, most professor-
ship appointees were recruited from Norway or from other Nordic countries. However, 
this has changed, and recent Norwegian statistics show that a majority of qualified appli-
cants for professorships in the fields of science and technology, the social sciences and 
the humanities today are international scholars (Frølich et al., 2019). Most interviewees 
saw this development as positive and argued that the inclusion of applicants from other 
countries is necessary for attracting qualified candidates to academic positions.

Stages 2 and 3: Logic of Exclusion

We have shown how the committees involved in hiring integrate diversity concerns in 
their search for the ideal candidate during the first step of the process. One potential 
consequence of this is that they facilitate the selection of a more heterogeneous pool of 
candidates than previously. However, in the second (sorting committee) and third (scien-
tific committee) stages of the recruitment process, the logic of inclusion is replaced by 
the logic of exclusion. That is, those who are seen as unproductive or lacking potential 
are eliminated from the selection pool. In the next part, we analyse the criteria that the 
committees used to define quality in this stage of the process and how they deal with 
issues of diversity when deploying the logic of exclusion.

In the second stage, an internal sorting committee in the department evaluates the cur-
ricula vitae of all applicants. After excluding candidates lacking formal educational cre-
dentials or those with educational backgrounds perceived as irrelevant or inadequate, the 
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committee pays particular attention to the number of publications, channels of publica-
tion and the efficiency of publishing. Based on the first round of sorting, the committee 
establishes a shortlist of typically 10 to 15 candidates, rather than the 30, 50 or 100 
applicants that may constitute the full list. In the third phase, the department establishes 
an external committee, the scientific committee, to evaluate the candidates who have 
been shortlisted. This committee reads or looks more closely at the publications and cur-
riculum vitae of these candidates. Productivity is repeatedly viewed as an indication of 
academic quality at this stage. The most highly valued publications are articles in 
English-language journals, preferably general disciplinary journals, such as the American 
Journal of Political Science or the British Journal of Political Science, and History and 
Theory, or interdisciplinary journals, such as Science or Nature, for biology positions. 
The interviewees argued that they considered it a greater achievement to publish in a 
broader journal than to publish in a sub-disciplinary journal, such as East European 
Politics and Society, as the competition and impact factor are higher in the former. In the 
field of history, the committee members’ valued articles in general English-language 
journals, but the distinctions between general and sub-disciplinary journals were not as 
pronounced. Finally, publications in foreign languages other than English were not 
appreciated by the interviewees or by the recruitment systems that they described.

Although the scientific committee considered various qualities, such as teaching, 
funding experiences and originality, the interviewees indicated that there was a tendency 
to rank applicants based on productivity and then assess the remaining qualities after that 
ranking was complete. As explained earlier, their understanding of quality in steps 2 and 
3 is closely related to having work published in competitive English-language publishing 
channels. To overcome internal disagreements and reach a conclusion, the quantity of 
high-impact publications becomes an attractive, formalised and seemingly objective tool 
to define quality. Thus, in the steps of the hiring process where the candidates are ranked 
and selected, the committee members deploy narrow criteria when they assess the candi-
dates. As one of the interviewees noted:

There is no doubt about which criteria are the decisive ones [.  .  .] it is the scholarly publications. 
So, my experience is that even though one writes [in the report] about the pedagogical skills, 
and the candidates’ participation in this and that, and dissemination is also something that is 
mentioned, but ultimately, scholarly publications trump all the rest. (Political science)

We found no indication of gender stereotypes in the committee members’ evaluation 
of applicants. Although such stereotypes are difficult to examine in an interview study, 
this finding is in line with recent experimental studies on academic recruitment in the 
Nordic context that find no bias against female scholars (Carlsson et al., 2021). However, 
the answer to the question ‘to what degree did the evaluators find it legitimate to take 
diversity issues into account during this stage of the recruitment process?’ is that they did 
not. They only considered objective criteria of quality as legitimate. Thus, in the stages 
of the recruitment process where the applicants are ranked and selected, the committees 
do not integrate diversity concerns into their search for the ideal candidate. Building on 
insights from the literature on institutional discrimination that indicates how gender 
stratification is produced through neutral policies and ‘objective’ criteria in recruitment 
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(Lund, 2012; Nielsen, 2018), we will now explore how narrow criteria for assessing 
quality combined with a lack of diversity concerns may generate disadvantages for cer-
tain types of applicants.

There is significant variation between the committees with regard to whether they 
consider family obligations in their assessment of the applicants. We have very few 
examples of committee members taking such considerations into account in the evalua-
tion and ranking of candidates. Yet, when they do, their action is not embedded in insti-
tutional procedures or the logic of exclusion. Rather, when diversity is integrated into the 
evaluation of quality during this step of the recruitment process, it is a reflection of the 
individual committee members’ personal experiences and stakes, as indicated by one 
interviewee:

If they are women of childbearing age, I look for that, every time. Because I had three children 
while I was writing my doctorate. So, I look for a small drop in the research production due to 
the fact that here there could be some children born. I look for that quite consciously. If that’s 
the case, they are allowed to participate in the competition, if they otherwise have other, good 
things to show, but not in such large numbers. (Historian)

Previous research has illustrated how women and men have different career 
rhythms, as women more frequently have ‘frayed careers’ due to family responsibili-
ties (Sabelis, 2010). However, there are no institutional procedures which ensure that 
specific factors associated with lower production rates, such as parental leave, are 
taken into account in the assessment of candidates. Some complaints from applicants 
regarding the recruitment processes, documented in accessible recruitment files, con-
cern the way that committees have failed to take parental leave into consideration in 
the evaluation of candidates’ productivity in a particular time period: in other words, 
how gatekeepers deal with ‘frayed careers’ when they assess quality may impact the 
hiring outcome.

The ‘objective’ and transparent criteria, operationalised as the quantity of A-level 
publications, can also exclude applicants who have lower production rates due to their 
engagement in teaching activities and ‘invisible’ organisational responsibilities. Previous 
research has shown that women tend to take on more of these activities (Babcock et al., 
2017; Nielsen, 2018). However, our interviewees note that at this stage of the process, 
where the applicants are ranked by the scientific committee, the evaluators do not take 
teaching skills and administrative responsibilities into account.

Although this article set out to explore gender differences, the empirical findings also 
demonstrate how the narrow criteria for defining quality may disadvantage certain types 
of international scholars. This is especially evident when it comes to applicants from 
non-western institutions whose work may be published in non-English-language jour-
nals, as all three disciplines include examples of interviewees who experienced exclu-
sion of candidates with diplomas from Asian and African educational institutions. These 
institutions are unknown to the gatekeepers, and they consider them to be unreliable 
sources of academic merit. This was explained by one interviewee as follows:
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When we get many applicants, we see at once that a lot of them are not really qualified and just 
exclude them. But if we are to do a really good job, I guess the issue is how much work are you 
willing to do with regard to applicants that you know are not relevant. That’s part of the 
challenge. And then you might risk underestimating candidates who apply from countries that 
you do not [.  .  .] and then it might be that some of them are actually highly qualified. Yet 
usually those who are really qualified and come from these countries, they often have an 
affiliation with good western research institutions. So, I think the problem is not so big after all. 
If you do not have that kind of affiliation, you might just be too early in your career to be 
relevant for a position at a Norwegian university. (Political science)

Although a majority of the applicants in our study came from foreign institutions, the 
openness or logic of inclusion that was important in the first stage of the recruitment 
process did not extend to all international subjects. The international scholars who made 
it to the scientific committee and were ranked among the best candidates had a number 
of articles published in English-language journals and came from western institutions in 
Europe and the USA. The logic of exclusion, where the gatekeepers assess quality by 
using research production in A-level journals, may contribute to ‘neutralising’ the nega-
tive effect of gender or ethnic stereotypes for those who adopt these criteria of quality. 
Yet, the question is whether institutionalised structures prevent them, to a greater extent, 
from meeting these criteria in the first place.

Discussion and Conclusion

An important insight from the literature on institutional discrimination is that ‘neutral’ 
routines and ‘objective’ criteria in recruitment may result in an institutional preference 
for certain types of candidates while restricting others (Lopez, 2000; Nielsen, 2018). One 
main argument underpinning this branch of scholarship is that a gender-blind organisa-
tion, by default, will still produce gender stratification because its standards of assessing 
quality are based on the research approaches and career paths of a specific group of men 
(Acker, 1990; Nielsen, 2018). In order to empirically explore this argument, the present 
study focuses on the organisational process of evaluation as a mediating factor that can 
help us explain if and how gatekeepers’ definition of quality may produce gender ine-
quality. Building on the literature on evaluation, this article advances the literature on 
academic hiring by conducting an in-depth study of how evaluation and quality criteria 
are put into practice in the recruitment process. By stressing the need to grasp how evalu-
ation is embedded in the organisational process of recruitment, we have shown how the 
recruitment process shapes how gatekeepers evaluate quality and whether they integrate 
diversity concerns into these evaluations. By constructing an ideal type of recruitment 
process consisting of different steps, we demonstrate how both the assessment of quality 
and the incorporation of gender and diversity concerns differ significantly between 
stages. In other words, gatekeepers in academia draw on multiple meanings when they 
assess quality, and this has the potential to both disrupt and reproduce gender 
inequality.

On the one hand, the findings in this study can be interpreted in an optimistic manner. 
Previous research has described how gender inequality is produced by network ties and 
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closed competition (Husu, 2000; Nielsen, 2016), and the overarching story is that gate-
keepers’ evaluation of competence and their recruitment procedures produce a homoge-
neous pool of male candidates (Van den Brink, 2011). However, in contrast to previous 
findings, our study shows that diversity is treated as an asset in the first stage of the 
recruitment process. The logic of inclusion that characterises the action the committee 
member takes in this stage is crucial in ensuring a diverse pool of applicants. This is 
achieved by a shift towards a valuation of open procedures and stronger competition, as 
indicated by the data. In the announcement stage, gatekeepers consider three forms of 
diversity to be relevant for attracting the best candidates: by reaching out to female 
scholars they value gender equality, by emphasising potential as they value young and 
up-and-coming academics, and they value competition in a global labour market by 
reaching out to international scholars. Our data are not adequate to measure the effects or 
outcomes of the logic of inclusion in terms of the career chances of these different groups. 
Yet, the qualitative analysis of the logic of inclusion demonstrates that there is accept-
ance for diversity initiatives in the first stage of academic hiring.

With regard to the second and third steps of the hiring process, the findings can be 
interpreted in a pessimistic manner, or at least they depict a more ambivalent sce-
nario. In these decisive stages of the recruitment process, the evaluators use narrow 
quality criteria when they sort, rank and select the best candidate. Although the scien-
tific committee considered a range of qualities, the interviews showed that they tended 
to end up ranking applicants based on productivity in English A-level journals. The 
degree to which the evaluators find it legitimate to take diversity issues into account 
is non-existent to sparse during these stages. Thus, in the stages of the recruitment 
process where the applicants are ranked and selected, the committees do not integrate 
diversity concerns into their search for the ideal candidate. This has implications for 
gender stratification. As previous research has shown, due to structural differences 
that arise both from the supply and demand side, this is an evaluating culture that 
advantages a group of predominantly male academics (Babcock et al., 2017; Hancock 
et  al., 2013; Lund, 2012; Nielsen, 2018). Moreover, the findings in this study also 
show how the narrow criteria for evaluating quality disadvantage international schol-
ars from non-western institutions. Thus, despite a willingness to include gender and 
diversity concerns in the assessment of quality during the first stages of the recruit-
ment process, the narrow criteria for quality used in the actual ranking and selection 
of applicants is not adequate in terms of revealing the potential and strengths of a 
diverse pool of candidates. As other scholars have also pointed out (Bayer and Rouse, 
2016; Hancock et al., 2013; Nielsen, 2018), gatekeepers need to think carefully about 
how official and unwritten expectations for research production, and the valuation of 
certain fields, styles and methods, affect their analysis of whether a candidate deserves 
promotion and tenure. The practical implication of this study concerns where in the 
process of evaluation policies or guidelines, that promote gender balance should be 
implemented in order to make them efficient: that is, it is not enough to target the 
initial stage of the recruitment process, as is often done currently. Measures and action 
that promote equality must also be integrated in the later and more decisive stages of 
the recruitment process. If men are favoured as a result of a narrow focus on a specific 
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type of research output, one must consider broadening the array of academic merits 
taken into consideration.

On a general level, this study stresses the need to explore how evaluation of worth is 
created and recreated through selection practices within organisations. The evaluation of 
a worthy candidate is based on multiple logics during the hiring process – logics that may 
both reproduce and disrupt patterns of inequality. We believe that in-depth studies of the 
organisational process of evaluation are a crucial first step in identifying the point of the 
process at which the mechanisms of inequality can be disrupted. When and how gate-
keepers incorporate diversity into their evaluation of merit during the hiring process is 
relevant to the reproduction or disruption of inequality. The present empirical analysis 
shows that diversity is integral to the recruiters’ vision of quality in some steps of the 
process, but it is absent in the crucial steps of the recruitment process in which hiring 
outcomes are determined.
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