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The workshop took place on two different occasions to accommodate global attendance, resulting in
more than 120 participants from 22 countries and more than 40 funding organizations. In an informal
poll of participants, one third of respondents reported their organization has adopted a narrative CV
format, while approximately one third indicated that their organization is considering the adoption of
one. There was some inconsistency in responses, indicating that some funding organizations may not
have yet adopted the format across all funding schemes.
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Background

Narrative CV formats have emerged as an attractive alternative to the

traditional CV because they offer a concise, but structured way for authors
to provide qualitative evidence for a broad array of outputs and outcomes
from research. Funding organizations have seen their use as an opportunity
to reduce the outsized influence of journal-based indicators in grant review
and promote a more holistic evaluation process that recognizes societal
outcomes of research in addition to the generation of knowledge. The Dutch

Research Council, Health Research Board Ireland, Luxembourg National

Research Fund, the National Institutes of Health in the United States, Science

Foundation Ireland, the Swiss National Science Foundation, and UK Research

and Innovation are among the first funding organizations to pilot or implement

narrative CV formats.

The term “narrative CV” suggests that storytelling is key, but the
focus of the NWO CV is on substantiation and evidence, while

‘ ‘ providing flexibility.

Kasper Gossink-Melenhorst,

THE DUTCH RESEARCH COUNCIL (NWO)

By instilling standards and structure into the evaluation process, narrative
formats have the potential to encourage fair and responsible research
assessment because qualitative information can then be assessed more evenly
across a pool of applicants. However, as a new tool for researcher assessment,
less is known about the ways in which bias influences decision making when
evaluating narrative CVs for grant funding. Moreover, it is important not to
replicate the drawbacks of traditional CV formats or to introduce new ones.
This led DORA together with the Funding Organisations for Gender Equality
Community of Practice (FORGEN CoP) to organize a workshop on September
29, 2021, to discuss the adoption of narrative CVs with a goal of exploring
strategies to mitigate bias and optimize their utility.

While a shared definition of the narrative CV format still needs to be
developed, it is generally understood to encompass a structured description of
aresearcher’s contributions and achievements that reflect a broader range of


https://sfdora.org/2020/11/19/dora-funder-discussion-science-foundation-ireland-takes-an-iterative-approach-to-develop-a-narrative-cv/
https://sfdora.org/2020/11/19/dora-funder-discussion-science-foundation-ireland-takes-an-iterative-approach-to-develop-a-narrative-cv/
https://sfdora.org/2019/11/14/quality-over-quantity-how-the-dutch-research-council-is-giving-researchers-the-opportunity-to-showcase-diverse-types-of-talent/
https://sfdora.org/2019/11/14/quality-over-quantity-how-the-dutch-research-council-is-giving-researchers-the-opportunity-to-showcase-diverse-types-of-talent/
https://sfdora.org/2021/04/12/findings-from-the-health-research-board-ireland-on-the-implementation-of-a-narrative-cv/
https://sfdora.org/2021/03/29/luxembourg-national-research-fund-develops-an-action-plan-for-responsible-research-assessment/
https://sfdora.org/2021/03/29/luxembourg-national-research-fund-develops-an-action-plan-for-responsible-research-assessment/
https://nexus.od.nih.gov/all/2014/11/26/implementing-the-modified-nih-biosketch-format/
https://sfdora.org/2020/11/19/dora-funder-discussion-science-foundation-ireland-takes-an-iterative-approach-to-develop-a-narrative-cv/
https://sfdora.org/2020/11/19/dora-funder-discussion-science-foundation-ireland-takes-an-iterative-approach-to-develop-a-narrative-cv/
https://sfdora.org/2020/04/14/doras-first-funder-discussion-updates-from-swiss-national-science-foundation-wellcome-trust-and-the-dutch-research-council/
https://www.ukri.org/apply-for-funding/how-were-improving-your-funding-experience/introducing-a-better-way-for-you-to-evidence-your-contributions/
https://www.ukri.org/apply-for-funding/how-were-improving-your-funding-experience/introducing-a-better-way-for-you-to-evidence-your-contributions/
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skills and experiences beyond publications and funding record. As an example,
the Résumé for Researchers, a narrative CV template developed by the Royal
Society in 2019, highlights past performance in terms of contributions to
knowledge generation, people development, the research community, and
society or societal challenges.

Key Learnings from the Workshop

When traditional CVs are reviewed, evaluators interpret a researcher’s
achievements from lengthy bulleted lists, the formats of which are not
consistent between candidates. As a result, individual researchers, as well
as organizations, have generally welcomed the move away from these lists

of achievements, to describing career trajectories and various contributions
in more detail. These types of narrative give control back to the authors by
allowing them to provide context for their contributions and achievements.

The adoption of a narrative format has also generated confusion and debate in

the research community, particularly with respect to the expected content and
how it should be evaluated. Guidance for applicants and training for evaluators
is essential to create consistency and develop new norms. Even so, the question
remains whether allowing and even encouraging “unconventional” or non-
traditional information challenges existing norms or standards for evaluating
researchers. By supporting research to monitor the effectiveness of narrative
CVs, funding organizations can help to streamline and optimize their value.

The current narrative CV format might ‘ ‘
result in several unintended negative

consequences, such as increased workloads
for CV authors and reviewers, the use

of shortcuts during evaluation, and
disadvantages for non-native speakers,
minoritized groups, and those without
support from the institution in completing
the CV template. Holly Witteman

UNIVERSITE LAVAL

We found from a comparison of grant
programs that those without an explicit
focus on the principal investigator resulted
in fairer assessments of applications for
women.!

Tanita Casci

UNIVERSITY OF OXFORD,

FORMERLY AT UNIVERSITY OF GLASGOW


https://www.gla.ac.uk/media/Media_804252_smxx.pdf
https://www.gla.ac.uk/media/Media_804252_smxx.pdf
https://www.natureindex.com/news-blog/new-form-of-cv-resume-for-researchers-scientists
https://www.gla.ac.uk/media/Media_804252_smxx.pdf
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Various challenges related to the adoption of narrative CVs were identified in
the workshop, including the tension between consistency and flexibility across
different funding schemes; the desire of funders to be simultaneously inclusive
of a broader array of research outputs and still use selective criteria in
proposal evaluation; and the dilemma of disclosure around “effective research
time” calculations that allow for career breaks (e.g., parental leave), but could
lead to bias. Participants raised the question as to whether CVs are needed
across all types of funding schemes.

Language also matters in grant funding success.? The narrative CV’s inherent
emphasis on language use may introduce bias and noise into the evaluation
process, as evidenced by research on candidate essays, recommendation

letters, and evaluation reports.**> Longer narratives may also increase the use

of gendered language, which could lead to bias. Self-promotion tactics (e.g.,
verbal certainty, pronouns, superlatives) may also result in biased evaluations;
for example, how might one distinguish confidence from competence?*¢
Importantly, funding organizations also need to consider and account for how
narrative formats disadvantage non-native language applicants for grant funding.

“Lack of fit’ to the prototype results in shifting ‘ ‘
standards in performance evaluation. In
addition, ‘selling science’ as an expectation

of applicants and ranking grant proposals
make funding decisions prone to bias. Process
optimization helps to reduce these effects.

“Gender bias can influence the evaluation of a

woman’s narrative CV in three ways:

 Disproportionate constraints (downplayed

Claartje Vinkenburg accomplishments, more critical subjective

INDEPENDENT EXPERT feedbaCk)

 Devaluation of contributions (more service
work, fewer research outcomes)

* Acquiescence to the status quo (more work

gaps, fewer qualified candidates apply).”

“Language needs to be taken seriously,
especially at scale and when there are
social, psychological, institutional, or Amy Diehl
financial consequences involved as is the WILSON COLLEGE
case for grant funding decisions.”

Dave Markowitz

UNIVERSITY OF OREGON
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Adding structure to the content of a narrative CV and its evaluation can
strengthen its utility by increasing reliability and validity, while reducing
idiosyncratic biases.® Another potential solution is providing evaluators with
comparative feedback (e.g., ranking their average ratings), which has been
shown to help align ratings and make them more reliable.’

“By providing a consistent structured format and evaluation process,
funders can increase the narrative CV’s reliability in grant funding”

‘ ‘ Chris Hartwell
UTAH STATE UNIVERSITY

Knowledge-sharing between funding organizations is important in ensur-
ing the narrative CV is developed as a robust tool for research assessment. It
became clear during the workshop that funders would like a space to discuss
alignment on the narrative CV format and its evaluation, as well as relevant
communication on, and monitoring of, its adoption. At the same time, they
want the flexibility to adapt the format to their specific needs and contexts.

Recommended Actions
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