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New CVs formats allow researchers to highlight contributions beyond their publication list.

RETHINKING THECV

Researchers are pushing to make CVs more
relevant and realistic. By Chris Woolston

nDecember 2021, UK Research and Innova-

tion (UKRI), the largest public funder of UK

science, announced that it was abandoning

the use of the conventional CV — curricu-

lum vitae — in funding applications. The
funding body said it would adopt a new type
of CVto “enable peopleto better demonstrate
their contributions to research, teams, and
wider society”.

Asinstitutionsand fundersaround theworld
reassess their approach to researcher evalu-
ations, there’s a growing call to revamp the
academic CVs used to support applications
for jobs, funding, promotions and awards.
Researchers need to find fresh ways to docu-
menttheiraccomplishments and value beyond
amere listing of publications, and commit-
tees overseeing promotions and grants need
to change their protocols and expectations,
says Needhi Bhalla, a cell biologist at the Uni-
versity of California, Santa Cruz. “CVs should
reflect the authentic experience of being a

scientist,”shesays, including mentorship, work
on committees, outreach and many other con-
tributions that don’t resultin publications. “I'm
excited thatwe'reinthe process of rethinking
them.”

CVs have long been part of the currency
of scientific promotion. Scientists seeking a
position or a grant often feel obliged to list
every publication, presentation and award in
asingle documentintended to sway commit-
tees throughits sheerlength and volume. The
typical CV follows atime-worn template, says
Robert Morrell, an education researcher and
former director of the New Generation of Aca-
demics Programme at the University of Cape
Town in South Africa. “‘l was born, I went to
school here, I had these publications, these are
thestudentslgraduated. People who write CVs
like that are missing the boat.”

The UKRI is not alone in seeking to rethink
the CVinresponsetoarenewed focusonteam
science and equity, diversity and inclusion
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(EDI).Itmodelleditsnew CVformaton‘Résumé
for Researchers’, introduced in 2019 by the
Royal Society in London. Similar initiatives
have been unveiled by research councilsinthe
Netherlands and Luxembourg.

Inresponse, researchers are learning how to
rework CVs to emphasize quality over quan-
tity, and to include narratives about their
broaderimpact. Meanwhile, hiring panelsand
grant evaluators need to rethink how best to
assess these documents.

The core problem with standard CVsis that
they tend toreduce scientists to numbers, says
Rebecca Pillai Riddell, abehavioural scientist
and associate vice-president of research at
York University in Toronto, Canada. Evaluat-
ing researchers on the basis of sheer number
of publications or using related measures,
such as the impact factors of the journals in
whichthey publish, ignores many things that
go into a scientific career, Pillai Riddell says.
Conventional CVs “are supposed to be quick-
and-dirty summaries”, she says. As someone
who has seen many over the years, she knows
that those summaries can contain valuable
information, even if the emphasis is often
misplaced. “They focus on counting, not on
what’simportant.”

The ‘quantity above quality’ approach is
especially short-sighted and unfair in the wake
of'the COVID-19 pandemic, Pillai Riddell says.
Many researchers simply didn’t have the time
or opportunity to conduct experiments or
crank out papers at their normal pace during
shutdowns. And as schools closed their doors,
many scientists who were also parents had to
shift their priorities from work to home, espe-
cially women. “If we continue to emphasize
quantity, caregivers are not going tobe eligible
for grants or awards,” she adds.

Scientists and institutions alike need to
reconsider the entire purpose of a CV, says
Wolfgang Kaltenbrunner, a sociologist of
science at Leiden University in the Nether-
lands. “To make science work, you need to
accomplish a lot of tasks that are not easily
represented in a CV,” he says, such as com-
municating science to the general public and
collaborating behind the scenes on big pro-
jects. “Are we selecting for the right things in
grant funding or tenure? There’s widespread
discontent withitinscience.”

Contributions that count

Kaltenbrunner co-authored a 2021 com-
mentary in Humanities & Social Science
Communicationsthat offered ten suggestions
for revamping academic CVs to make them a
fairer gauge of scientific talent’. They include
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Buildinga
standout CV

Researchers should give weight to their
broader contributions to science.

When he was director of the New
Generation of Academics Programme, a
South African initiative to recruit a diverse
cohort of promising scholars to academia,
Robert Morrell worked to give young
researchers an edge. In many cases, that
meant helping them to build a CV that
truly captured their skills and potential,
says Morrell, who retired from the position
in 2021. “My job was to help people get
promoted.”

He encourages researchers to “harvest
evidence” of their work and its impact.

It's especially important to keep track

of things that can’t be measured easily,
including positive feedback from students
or collaborators.

“l urge people to keep [complimentary]
e-mails and file them in a separate folder,”
he says, such as messages of praise for
participating in a big team project. “Those
types of examples are really helpful, and
people don't think of [including] them.
They think it's immodest.”

Likewise, Rebecca Pillai Riddell,
associate vice-president of research at
York University in Toronto, Canada, always
keeps meticulous track of time and effort
spent on mentoring, teaching and serving
on committees. “Nobody is going to track it
for me,” she says. “To survive in academia,
to get leadership roles, you have to
advocate for yourself.”

Pillai Riddell says it's easier to build
a case for yourself if you organize your
work systematically. “You need to create
structures,” she says. For example, as an
advocate for under-represented students,
she has set aside 2 hours of office time
every week specifically for them. She
doesn’t keep track of everything that's
discussed, but she can report how
many students have dropped in. “It's
about getting credit for what you're
already doing.”

Equity statements have become an
increasingly common requirement for
CVs, and universities that require such
statements have experienced greater
diversity in subsequent recruitment?.
Riddell recommends including such a
statement even if it's not required. “You can
say, ‘My commitment to equity requires
that | tell you about this.”
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anew focus on “activities and outputs that
arerelevant”. That means moving away from
exhaustive lists of publications and presenta-
tions, and cutting down on‘noise’ that doesn’t
reflect qualifications forajob or grant. Instead
of including everything that has ever carried
their name, researchersshould list afew mean-
ingful publications that hiring managers and
evaluators could realistically take the time to
read and appreciate, Kaltenbrunner and his
colleaguessay. “Focusing ononly afew outputs
savesresearcher and evaluator resources, dis-
courages salami slicing of results, improves
comparison between early- and late-career
researchers and renders publication hiatuses
asaresultof careerbreaks lessapparent,” they
write. Importantly, such an approach would
helptolevel the playing field when early-career
and senior scholars are directly competing.

Pillai Riddell would welcome a résumé rev-
olution that cuts down on reading for those
who assess applicants. “I'm thinking about
reviewer burdens,” she says. “In my dream
scenario, you'd pick two papers and provide
a200-word summary of theimportance of the
paper. It allows for contextualization.”

Kaltenbrunner notes that many academic
jobs require a covering letter, which gives
applicants another opportunity to tell the
story of their careers and highlight their most
important papers. “They can use the narra-
tiveto fillgaps that are left by the publication
record,” he says.

Publicationlists aren’t as meaningful today
as they might have been for previous gen-
erations of scientists, Kaltenbrunner says.
“Science has become increasingly competi-
tiveinthe past40years, so the publication lists
have become much longer,” he says. “It’s not
necessarily true that people have moreideas,
but publication conventions have changed.
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Robert Morrell (in purple top) on a retreat with early-career researchers in South Africa.

Competition actually reduced the informa-
tional value of CVs.”

Appraising someone according to their
number of publications and how many times
these have been cited also greatly favours
researchers in particular fields, Pillai Riddell
says. “If you're studying bird mating calls
instead of cancer, you aren’t going to have the
same number of hits,” she says. She adds that
medical researchers can show up on 20-30
papers a year, an impossible standard for
someoneinafield suchasbehaviouralscience.
Such comparisons can become important
in the context of international awards that
attract applicants from across the scientific
spectrum. Grant-awarding bodies should
embrace diversity of scientific fields as well
as other forms of diversity, she says.

CVs could be more effective if they allowed
room for narratives — brief statements that
tellastory about ascientist, their accomplish-
ments or their impact. “A narrative section
would give themroomto explain their achieve-
ments and contributions to science that do not
fit traditional CV categories,” Kaltenbrunner
says. With anarrative section, “they could tell
stories of successful engagement with a stake-
holder, contributions in terms of community
service, or excellence in teaching or supervi-
sion”. (See ‘CV snapshots’ for examples.)

The term ‘narrative CV’ is gaining traction,
but Kaltenbrunner says he’s not actually a fan
of that label. “It’s binary,” he says. “It suggests
thataCViseither narrative or not narrative.” He
prefers‘contextual CV’: “It'smore about supple-
menting traditional CVs withother elements.”
He notes that the use of alternative CV formats
by research councils in the Netherlands and
Luxembourg has dismayed some, more senior,
researchers. “Some see these experimental CV
formatsasanundueintervention by funders,”
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Kaltenbrunner says. “They havemadeacareer
based on existing criteria.”

The Luxembourg National Research Fund
says the narrative CV model, introduced last
year, will “allow an applicant to be more fairly
evaluated on their scientific vision, appropri-
ate experience, and contributions to science
and society”. Similarly, the Royal Society’s
Résumé for Researchers is a narrative-based
document that is focused on four key ques-
tions: how have you contributed to the genera-
tion of knowledge? How have you contributed
tothe development ofindividuals? How have
you contributed to the wider research com-
munity? And how have you contributed to
broader society?

Documenting diverse work

A new era of CVs could help to promote
diversity in science, Bhalla says. “Traditional
metrics of whatyou’ve published, where you've
published and who you’ve published with,
are definite barriers to diversity, equity and
inclusion,” she says. Scientists who might not
have wowed evaluators in the past with their
publications and impact factors would have a
chanceto explain their mentorship, outreach
and committee duties — areas where women
and people from minority ethnic groups and
other under-represented demographics often
excel (see ‘Building a standout CV’).

In a 2019 article in Molecular Biology of
the Cell, Bhalla laid out a series of strategies
to improve equity in faculty hiring?. Among
other things, she suggested augmenting con-
ventional CVs with short statements that sum-
marize an applicant’s research contributions
during their graduate studies and as postdocs.

Bhallasays that there’s been some pushback
in the science community against any sort of
narrative sections on CVs. Some say that asking
scientists to explain theimpact orimportance
oftheir work provides an unfair advantage for
people withstrong communication skills while
hindering people who might not be as persua-
sive, including scientists who speak English
asasecond or third language. But Bhalla says
being able to explainone’sresearchisafunda-
mental part of being ascientist. “Those are skill
setsthatyou’re going toneed anyway ifyou're
writingagrant,” shesays. “Sothat’sone of the
skills that we should be assessing.”

Such messages, no matter how well crafted,
will only work if evaluators are ready to
accept them, Riddell says. She’s encouraged
by the growing number of institutions that
have signed the San Francisco Declaration
on Research Assessment, a framework that,
among other things, discourages the use of
impactfactorsinhiring and funding decisions.

InMarch, Pillai Riddell and her team at York
University launched POLARIS, an online train-
ing course to help members of the university’s
hiring and funding committees to update how
they evaluate researchers. One of the course’s

CV snapshots

These excerpts are from the narrative CVs
of successful applicants to the Luxembourg
National Research Fund in 2021.

« “Alongside scientific goals, | also follow
leadership ones. A four-day professional
leadership course and three months of
personal coaching in 2020 taught me to
reflect on myself, develop my scientific
vision and learn about key attributes of
successful teams. | also sent my postdocs
on similar courses. As a result, my team is
extremely productive, with two manuscripts
at the submission stage only 2.5 years after
the launch of my own group.”

« “| give regular talks at foundations, charity
clubs and student associations, telling
young people about scientific research and
new therapeutic avenues in cancer. | also
regularly write for national newspapers,

main goals is to encourage participants to
look beyond CVs to consider EDI issues in
their decisions. It includes modules in which
participantsrank hypothetical candidates and
discuss their choices with the EDI programme
manager. The training also includes videos of
experienced evaluators discussing best prac-
tice. Pillai Riddell says that some of the videos
captured real-life arguments, signifying the
tension and passion that goes into researcher
evaluation. After completing the course, partic-
ipants receive a certificate that, naturally, can
beincluded ontheir CV. (A version of the course
is available to external researchers as well.)

Thecurrentuseof CVsalsohindersthecareer
progression of scientists in developing coun-
tries who must get by with limited resources
andinfrastructure, says Olumuyiwa Asaolu, an
engineer at the University of Lagos in Nigeria.
Ina2020 opinion piece for theacademic news
site The Conversation, Asaolu called for afresh
approach to evaluating African researchers,
including rethinking the CV. The emphasis on
publications and impact factors is especially
problematic, he says, partly because of costly
publication fees. “It’s not easy for Africans to
publishin the bigjournals.”

Asaolu, who completed a postdoctoral posi-
tion at the University of Tennessee at Knoxville
inthe early 2000s, says that publishing while
working in different countries has given him
insightinto disparities. “The response you get
ifyouraddressisinAfricais notthe sameasthe
response or treatment you get if you're sending
your manuscript from a Western institution.”

In 2018, a web-based survey of 267 Afri-
can researchers conducted by Asaolu and
his colleagues underscored doubts about
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again to transfer my passion for research to
younger people.”

« “l invest in the development of individuals
and build up a strong team spirit by regularly
taking leadership and conflict-management
courses. During the COVID-19 pandemic, |
put into practice various ideas on remote
leadership and team communication.”

« “I made a 52-minute documentary about
contemporary psychiatry in my country,
together with a visual anthropologist and a
local production company. We worked as
care assistants on a ward for three months
before introducing a camera. The film
proved to be a stimulating exercise in public
engagement.”

These excerpts have been edited for length
and clarity.

standard metrics®. Although the majority (59%)
of respondents agreed thatimpact factorisa
true measure of a journal’s quality, only 40%
agreed that publishing in journals with high
impact factors should remainamajor compo-
nent of winning grants and promotions.

An approach to CVs that focuses more on
real-world contributions — including projects
that help local communities — and less on
impact factors could help to level the playing
field for African researchers who are apply-
ing for positions or grants overseas, Asaolu
says.But he adds that young researchers can’t
take it on themselves to reinvent the system.
Asamentor, he often assists others with their
applications, and encourages them to follow
existinginstructions and templates as closely
as possible. “Change has to be incremental,”
he says.

Incremental or not, changes to the for-
mat of CVs are inevitable, Pillai Riddell says.
Early-career researchers can do their part by
expanding their own definitions of what’s
worth listing and, more fundamentally, what
it means to be a successful scientist. They
can certainly mention a paper of theirs with
thousands of downloads, but shouldn’tignore
theimpact they’ve had on their communities:
“Both have a place.”

Chris Woolston is a freelance writer in Billings,
Montana.
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