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This submission addresses Question 13 of the Consultation Document1:
What are the benefits and risks for tertiary education organisations and teaching and research staff
of removing the special circumstances provisions from the Quality Evaluation?
The Association for Women in the Sciences opposes the proposal to remove the provision for special
circumstances. We believe that removing the provision for special circumstances will tend to
disadvantage women, who are more likely to have taken extended periods of leave or to be working
part-time due to family commitments.
It is AWIS’ fear that should the special circumstances be removed, not only may women who have
reduced research time allowance receive a lower PBRF grade, but institutions may make decisions
based on the potential for staff to receive a low PBRF score due to parenthood or other family
circumstances. Women may ultimately find it more difficult to take extended leave or work parttime in these circumstances or be less likely to be employed at all if it is perceived that there is a risk
that they will lower a department’s overall score.
Even though the special circumstances provision results in a change in quality category for only a
small number of researchers, the quality category received makes a big difference to those
individual researchers. If the PBRF Quality Evaluation is to be credible as a tool for ensuring that
excellent research is encouraged and rewarded then it has to be seen to treat everyone fairly.
There are currently a number of different reasons special circumstances could be invoked - to
explain why a researcher has fewer than four nominated research outputs, as stated on p66 of the
Performance-Based Research Fund Quality Evaluation Guidelines 20122; when the total number of
outputs is less than the allowed maximum, as implied by the Rationale for Change on p20 of the
Consultation Document3; or by anyone who has some special circumstance, irrespective of whether
their output has been reduced. We recommend that the purpose of the special circumstances
provision should therefore be clarified in this review.
We also recommend that how the special circumstances provision is applied should be clarified. For
example, does working half-time imply that two nominated research outputs would be acceptable?
The procedure adopted in the Research Excellence Framework4 (REF) in the United Kingdom could
serve as a model in this respect.
There are no obvious benefits to tertiary education organisations in removing the special
circumstances provision. The risks are that excellent researchers could be disadvantaged and
potentially lost.
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