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Introduction
Academic excellence has become a widely used term in the academic discourse (EU, 2004). The label of excellence is also the key to academic’s inclusion or exclusion in academia, as it seems to increasingly become a criterion in staff selection decisions. This is particularly salient for precarious academics at the early stages of the academic career, working on temporary positions characterized by uncertainty, such as postdocs and academics on a tenure-track. Members of the dominant academic elite, senior staff on tenured positions such as full professors, deans and heads of research groups, play a critical part in the selection of early career academics (Evans, 1995). Previous research has shown that the process of recruiting and selecting academic staff is a private practice (Eustace, 1988) and lacks transparency (Evans, 1995). The “hidden ways” in which senior organization members use their power “behind the scenes” are often ignored (Hardy & Clegg, 1996, p. 629). Studies on recruitment and selection practices at the professorial level have shown that power relations play an important role in selection committee dynamics (Van den Brink, 2010; Van den Brink & Benschop, 2012). Despite that they are directed by formal documents, policies, or procedures, the privilege of the committee members might give them the freedom to emphasise selection criteria according to their personal preference. Also, as Özbilgin argues (2009, p. 115), the professoriate “hold newcomers to standards that the professors would not have met had they been held to them when they were junior scholars”.
Despite the omnipresent term of academic excellence, we still know little about how the excellence criterion is applied in practice by committee members during the academic selection procedure, particularly for early career positions. There is a need for more empirical research to understand the practices and the implications of this process that is crucial for chances and possibilities for embarking on an academic career. This paper addresses construction of excellence by academic elites by examining the differences and similarities between selection criteria for tenure-track positions reported in formal documents and the application of these criteria in practice. We will study the formal and the applied criteria in both the natural sciences and the social sciences and will make an international comparison between six higher education institutions (HEIs) in Europe. This paper will contribute to the literature by looking at the viewpoints of the privileged academic elite regarding the precarious academics wanting to enter a tenure-track position. Drawing comparisons between different national contexts, organizational contexts, as well as academic disciplines, we take a broad perspective and acknowledge the variety of academic systems within Europe.

Theoretical background
The construction of academic excellence, the highest achievement of academic performance (Van den Brink & Benschop, 2012), measured by high citations (Basu, 2006), rating of the publication outlet and the adherence to the academic “rules of play” (Butler & Spoelstra, 2014, p. 538) has become a necessary condition for success in terms of careers and funding (EU, 2004). The measurement of academic excellence is supposedly objective (O'Connor & O'Hagan, 2015; Van den Brink & Benschop, 2012) and assumes to signify quality (Butler & Spoelstra, 2014). The “encroaching ideology of excellence” (Butler & Spoelstra, 2014, p. 538) has serious implications for the academic profession and academic careers, particularly for precarious positions at the early stages of the academic career path (Butler & Spoelstra, 2014; Huisman et al., 2002; Oliver, 2012), such as postdocs and tenure-track positions. Precarious employment is defined as “work for remuneration characterized by uncertainty, low income, and limited social benefits and statutory entitlements” (Vosko, 2010, p. 2) and is reflected within academia by the sharply increasing number of fixed term contracts offered to early career academics (Huisman, De Weert, & Bartelse, 2002), as a result of decreasing investments in higher education (Deem, 2001). Permanent academic positions, job security and career prospects are thus increasingly rare and ostensibly available for excellent academics only. The construction of excellence is particularly salient for those workers who hold precarious positions, as the label of excellence is the key to their inclusion or exclusion in academia.
Recruitment and selection practices play an important role in getting access to a tenure-track position. Being an essential part of human resource management (HRM), recruitment is the process concerned with attracting suitable candidates (Newell, 2005) and selection is the process of choosing one candidate out of the pool of candidates based on certain criteria (Van den Brink, 2010) and based on the ‘fit’ between the individual and the job (Newell, 2005). Members of the dominant academic elite play a critical part in both the recruitment and selection of early career academics. Previous research has shown that the way selection decisions in academia are organized can allow for emergent in addition to predefined selection criteria (Lasén, 2013), leaving latitude for the decision makers to base selection decisions on less relevant attributes and implicit assumptions (Van den Brink & Benschop, 2012). This study intends to discover whether these practices play a role in the recruitment and selection of early career academics, who are competing for positions where only a small minority among a pool of candidates is retained and where the notion of excellence is essential.

Method
Research strategy
We will use a qualitative comparative case study design, in order to conduct a detailed and intensive analysis of multiple cases. We will conduct a secondary data analysis on data analyzed by six European higher education institutions (HEIs) in research departments within the natural and social sciences disciplines on the gap between the formal and the applied selection criteria for tenure-track positions. The data was gathered and analyzed against the backdrop of the EU FP7 project GARCIA: Gendering the Academy and Research: combating Career Instability and Asymmetries. It entails cooperation between seven different European HEIs in Italy, Belgium, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Iceland[footnoteRef:1], Austria, and Slovenia. The primary data in each country consisted of formal documents (job descriptions, HR policy documents), appointment reports, and the transcripts of semi-structured interviews and focus groups with members of the academic elite who have been involved in selection procedures for tenure-track positions. To ensure comparability, interviews in all countries were performed by means of the same topic list and the data was analyzed according to the same guidelines. Each country summarized their findings in a detailed report and provided English summaries of the interviews.  [1:  As Iceland is often considered to be part of Europe, for the sake of brevity we call Iceland a European country in this paper.] 

We will compare and contrast the findings from each HEI and study what is unique and what is similar across cases (Bryman & Bell, 2007). A comparative perspective between research departments within the natural and social sciences disciplines has been chosen because subfields vary considerably with regard to the compositions of students and staff, career patterns, and recruitment and selection practices (Van den Brink, Fruytier, & Thunnissen, 2013).

Preliminary results
So far we only had the chance to analyse the data from the higher education institution in the Netherlands. This paragraph shows some preliminary results from this analysis. Analysis of the data from higher education institutions in the other countries, and the comparison of the countries will be conducted in the following months. In the Dutch case, we analysed the construction of excellence in formal documents (written by faculty boards and policy makers), and through interviews with senior academics involved in selection decisions. We first present the formal criteria presented in the documents, and then give some preliminary comparison between them and the criteria of excellence given by committee members. Finally, we show some findings on the positioning of the selection committee within the departments.
The various academic positions in the Netherlands are professor, associate professor, assistant professor, other academic staff (teachers and researchers, among which postdoctoral researchers), and PhD students (De Goede, Belder, & De Jonge, 2013). The assistant professor position is a stage in which an academic becomes an independent researcher. Over half of newly appointed assistant professors in the Netherlands get there by moving up the career ladder within the same or a different Dutch university, and over 40 per cent come from outside academia (De Goede et al., 2013). In recent years, tenure-tracks have been implemented as an instrument to attract (international) talent and keep existing talent (De Goede et al., 2013). However, these are not structurally implemented in all universities and all faculties. The associate professor track is the type we focus on in this study. This track starts with “a temporary assistant professor appointment, which will be transformed into a permanent [assistant or] associate professor appointment upon a positive evaluation after four/six years” (De Goede et al., 2013, p. 16). Despite the fact that tenure-track models differ across European countries and across universities, all models reflect an ‘up-or-out’ system, that substantially prolongs the probationary period post-PhD, and constitutes the risk of a negative evaluation (Schiewer & Jehle, 2014).

Formal criteria 
In the Netherlands, the tasks an assistant professor has to perform are well documented and are similar for all Dutch universities (University Job Classification) as they are based on the collective labour agreement of universities (De Goede et al., 2013). These tasks entail mainly research and teaching related activities, yet remain quite abstract in the documents. They are further formalized on institute or faculty level by senior academics with the support of the HR department. The criteria for a tenure-track are also formulated at the level of the university or faculty. We found that the selection criteria are not formalized to the same extent in the natural sciences and the social sciences departments. Within the natural sciences department, selection criteria are formulated and documented in memos and guidelines dedicated to the tenure-track assistant professorship. On the contrary, in the social sciences department the criteria are not formalized but created by senior staff members who write the vacancy profile:

The criteria for evaluating and selecting candidates is derived from the profile/job descriptions. Needless to say, the requirements and expectations are elaborated further depending on the different positions and academic fields. These requirements are specified in the vacancy profile (NSM, 2013).

This leaves latitude in every single case in the department to formulate the selection criteria according to the expectations of the senior staff members involved in the creation of the vacancy profile. Nevertheless, we found that in both the natural and the social sciences departments the criteria in the vacancy texts are hardly specified. For example, when a publication track record is required, the number of publications has not been specified. Or when candidates need to have experience with acquiring research funding, the type of funding is not indicated. Also, many of the vacancies mention that a candidate should have ‘the ability to’ or ‘potential for’, which is not very specific. This leaves room for the committee members to decide during the selection procedure what the criteria exactly entail.

Selection practices
Excellence was mainly constructed by the committee members of the two departments around research output and experience.

Interviewee: The list of publications is important, absolutely, yes. And not so much the number, but the quality.
Researcher: And how is that assessed, the quality?
Interviewee: That is also something that won’t go bibliometrical. Because it is a, so you are interested in a certain area. And then we look at publications and sometimes. We look at the amount, the length of the publications, how many co-authors. If yes, with whom? Is this a celebrity in the field, yes or no? Or in what journals. Are these top journals or not? [...] And that’s why we have those experts in the selection committee, they can assess the content of the article.

This committee member in the natural sciences department explained that publications are important in the selection of tenure-track candidates. He evaluates publications not by its number, but the quality of the published work. According to him, signifiers of quality are the status of the co-authors and the classification of the journals. However, these criteria might seem impartial, the judgment of each committee member can differ on these quality indicators. Furthermore, the interviewee considers committee members the right agents to assess the quality of the candidates’ publications, as he refers to them as “experts”. The power associated with this expertise thus plays an important role in the committee deliberations. 
Within the social sciences department, committee members were divided in their opinions whether or not candidates for a tenure-track position have to have a track record of publications. Some committee members requested a publication track record of “peer reviewed international articles” and others explained that it is “very hard to really have a publication at the end of your PhD”. In the social sciences department it is possible to be hired on a tenure-track position when candidates have recently or not yet defended their PhD. On the contrary, in the natural sciences department a finished PhD and a number of years of postdoc experience are required. Thus, candidates for tenure-track positions in the natural sciences department have to be more academically ‘mature’ compared to candidates in the social sciences department, in terms of research experience and academic age (number of years after PhD). Within the social sciences department, it is more so that the potential to become a successful tenure-track assistant professor is assessed, whereas in the natural sciences department the proven qualities of the candidates are important. This might reflect disciplinary differences, but also shows the fluidity of selection criteria and the influence of the committee members’ privileged position of being able to set the bar.
The full paper will analyze the construction of excellence by committee members in more detail and will study to what extent the selection criteria that are applied by them reflect a realistic or an ideal construction. We will reflect on their senior position within the department and how their seniority influences the construction of excellence for early career academics in times of austerity and fewer tenured positions.

The position of the selection committee
We found that committee members strategically decide what to report and not to report to the faculty board on their decision making with regard to the candidates. A professor from the social sciences department told that the language used in appointment reports tweaks the selection process in a way that it convinces the dean:

I mean, ideally, the commission should be unanimous. Um, if there’s somebody on the commission who says, “I really can’t this; I’m not giving this – please write in the report to the dean,” because then there comes the advice of the dean, which has to be written up. If you then say, “I really want that you wrote into the advice that I’m not supporting this,” then the dean will definitely think twice, and also ask – and probably also invite the commission again to discuss this together with him.

A professor from the natural sciences department also addressed that appointment reports are written in a way to ‘sell’ the committee’s decision to the faculty board. Disagreements are not mentioned and decisions are polished in order to justify the committee’s choice. Power processes between the selection committee and the faculty board also became apparent in the focus group with committee members of the natural sciences department. 

For the faculty that [money] is certainly most important. If you check things, money is the most important thing you check, yes certainly. Actually everything is related to that as well. So for example experience abroad, that means you have a higher chance to get money. So therefore it is a better candidate. I mean, that’s how the reasoning goes.

The committee member described the reasoning of the faculty on how the potential to acquire external funding is increasingly important in the selection of tenure-track assistant professors. According to the faculty board “money” is the most important criterion and the committee members are aware of this. The committee member continued by saying that he thinks this is an alarming development, as he thinks that acquiring “money” is not what excellent researchers should be rejected upon. Nevertheless, when they have to convince the faculty board on their choice for the number one candidate, they have to pay attention to this criterion.

Preliminary conclusions
[bookmark: _GoBack]The findings of this study will shed light on the influence of the academic elite on the interpretation and application of tenure-track selection criteria in different European higher education institutions and the construction of academic excellence for early academics. Findings in the Netherlands showed that because criteria are in most cases not specified, committee members’ expertise and associated power allows them room for interpretation and room to manoeuvre. Powerful selectors tend to construct excellence in their own terms and do not attribute the same importance to the different formalized criteria. Depending on the committee and their members, and the candidate subjected to their judgment, dominant criteria can shift. Furthermore, the scarcity of early career positions and the increasing numbers of post-PhD academics, makes the selection process a crucial occasion for aspiring academics’ inclusion or exclusion in academia. This points to the relevance of selection committees and their decisive role in recruitment and selection, and nuances the importance of formalization of criteria. 

Practical implications
Insights in the application of excellence criteria by the academic elite can shine light on inequalities caused by their practices and create possibilities for change. The academic elite of the higher education institutions who participate in this study, have committed themselves to this research and are significant players in creating organizational change towards equality and inclusion.
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