
We are concerned about the disproportionate significance that university 

administrators now place on gross grant income among their organismal 

biology faculty, and by faculty themselves who increasingly use this measure to 

judge each other on merit increases and promotions. Formerly, quality of 

scientific output, and more recently quantity of scientific output (using 

algorithms such as H-indices) were the metrics used to assess academic 

achievement. Now, however, counterintuitively in a climate of increasingly 

limited pots of money for scientific research, competitive fund-raising is the 

new and in some cases the principal currency used to judge peers rather than 

high quality science. 

 

Enormous strides are made in whole organism biology through large 

collaborative grants that help purchase important equipment and salaries for 

research assistants, postdocs and graduate students, and we are not suggesting 

that money is irrelevant to whole organism biological science. But there are 

important oases of biological science that are relatively immune from benefits 

that big grants bring in. These include mathematical modelling exercises, 

ecological and behavioural projects conducted in the developing world where 

goods and local salaries can still be relatively cheap, and in meta-analyses that 

demand extensive literature mining. Many outstanding breakthroughs are made 

in these areas: for example, many prominent conservation articles in this 

journal rely simply on collating metadata and global mapping. 

 

At a time when economic efficiency is of paramount importance in other areas 

of society financed by the public (e.g., health and education), undue attention to 

raw money generation creates perverse incentives for scientists to compete for 

increasingly limited public funds for career purposes alone. And it dissuades 

able young minds from considering science because a career based on grant 

success seems too high a mountain to climb. In short, disproportionate focus on 

generating income to fill university coffers is distorting the value we place on 

producing good value-for-money science. If funding is really to be factored in 

to scientific achievement, we suggest papers per dollar be the currency.  
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