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Abstract

This study addresses the dearth of theoretical stances on the professional status of research
managers and administrators (RMAS) based at higher education institutions and at other
science-related organizations. Using the lens of 'narrative identities' theory, it explores
their professional identity in contemporary neoliberal research and innovation
ecosystems. Through semi-structured interviews and thematic analysis, the study
examines whether RMAs consistently articulate a distinct professional identity. Findings
reveal that RMAs exhibit a strong sense of purpose, navigating dynamic professional
trajectories influenced by both public management structures and personal motivations.
Despite recognizing their unique expertise, RMAs face identity tensions that bridge
academia and other professional spheres. The study highlights the growing need to

professionalize RMAs and the potential for more formal recognition of their role.

Keywords research management, narrative professional identities, neoliberal research

and innovation ecosystems



Introduction

The adoption of the new public management (NMP) paradigm by higher education
institutions (HEIs) has been a major driver for the rise of a new breed of staff in this sector
(Degn et al., 2018; Olssen & Peters, 2005; Pick et al., 2012; Verbaan & Cox, 2014).
However, the influence of a market-oriented culture on HEIs’ workforces has primarily
been investigated among academic faculty, with comparatively less examination of its

implications for professional staff (Berkovich & Wasserman, 2019).

The emergence of neoliberal discourses in HEIs has led to a push for commercializing
and commodifying scientific knowledge (Gibbons et al., 2010). The need to develop
income streams through cooperation with society at large and, particularly, with
businesses led to the hiring of dedicated personnel, often with a business background, for
interface roles. Scholars such as Martin et al. (2021) directed their attention to these
individuals, arguing that the introduction of these new roles naturally converged
boundaries within the university, bringing diverse communities of administrators,

professors, and researchers closer together.

The NMP paradigm also brought about a greater need for accountability of public
money invested in science and technology development and for the delivery of added
value to society in general. This led to a growing adoption of both institutional and
project-level management practices (Degn et al., 2018) and to what Fowler et al. (2015)
call the “projectification’ of research and innovation (R&I) activities. This shift served as
a catalyst for embracing a more goal-oriented research approach (Ito & Watanabe, 2021;
Ylijoki, 2003). Larger grants and the establishment of international consortia frequently

necessitated the creation of more organized structures. This led to the emergence of a new



professional space within academia and research funding organizations, specifically
focused on the management and administration of R&I activities: Research Managers and
Administrators (RMAS). Thus, the rise of investment in research activities, the growing
requirements of research funding, and the rising competition for these funds (Campbell,
2010) contributed to the emergence of the profession. Schitzenmeister (2010) noted that
often scientifically trained people are hired for these roles, thus offering a relevant career
trajectory distinct from research performing roles in academia (Canolle & Vinot, 2021).
Fowler et al. (2015) identified these new professionals as frequently being “youngish
researchers with diminishing senior support and/or funding”, working at the boundary
level between researchers and administrators (Fowler et al., 2015, p. 28). However, the
actual reasons why researchers are often sought after or look for research management

and administration positions call for further research.

The emergence of professional fields that blend the profiles of managers and
academics has been notably envisioned by Whitchurch as a ‘third space’ or ‘blended
professionals’ (Whitchurch, 2008, 2009, 2012, 2015, 2019). In the specific case of RMAs,
Collinson (2006), among other researchers, addressed research management and
administration as a ‘putative’ blurred and permeable boundary field between academics
and ‘non-academics’. More recently, Poli (2018) provided an extensive review of the
roles that RMAs hold and of their professional development opportunities as phases of
evolution of the profession. Also, a reinterpretation of RMAs as those ‘professionals at
the interface of science’ has been put forward recently by Agostinho et al. (2020), and
further discussed by Santos et al. (2021). Even more recently, de Jong (2023) has
suggested that RMAs are likely to be included in the broader definition of professional
staff. The fact that no commonly accepted definition for these new professionals exists

can also be considered as an important part of their current professional identity.



Belonging to a group labeled as ‘atypical’ may give rise to tensions with peers in one's
own professional domain and internal conflicts about integrating into the profession when
key elements of one's identity diverge from the prevailing prototype (Saskia et al., 2018).
These challenges arise from discrepancies between individuals' self-perceptions and the
collective identity they belong to and can significantly impact an individual's well-being
and professional achievements (Ford, 2012; Vogel & Feldman, 2009). As a new breed of
professionals, RMAs often experience misaligned role expectations and perceptions with
academics and ‘typical” managers, leading to negative impacts on power relations (Brown
& Lewis, 2011) and to institutional narratives about value or ‘worth’ (Laine et al., 2016).
This often causes tensions among these professional groups and may lead to an “identity
crisis’ which results in unclear career paths, as illustrated by former researchers who
move to the research management and administration arena. Thus, there is an evident
need to explore if the protagonists of this new occupation have developed coherent
professional identities. Hence, the research question addressed in this study is: do RMAs

express a clear and consistent professional identity internationally?

Professional identity refers to how individuals perceive themselves in their
professional roles, the values and beliefs they associate with their profession, and the
ways in which they define their functions within a specific context. Considering the
central emphasis on research management and administration as an ‘interface function’
and, thus, as a social and personally connected professional activity, narrative identity
theory was determined to be the most adequate theoretical lens to this research question,
as it promotes “the constitution of identity through intersubjectivity” (Farquhar, 2012, p.
297). That is, an exploration of who we are in relation to others. Empirical data was
collected by semi-structured interviews with RMA practitioners. The interviewees'

narratives were used to examine the sense of self that RMAs derive both from who they



are as individuals with unique skills and through interactions within their workplace or

broader groups (Bentley et al., 2019).

Next, we provide an overview of the extant literature on work organizational
configurations, professional identity theoretical frameworks, and RMAs. This is followed
by an explanation of the methodology employed. The main findings are then discussed,

followed by conclusions, limitations of this study, and suggestions for future work.

Literature Review

Teams, Communities of Practice, Occupational Subcultures, and Professions

The simplest organizational structure for groups of individuals that share interests, roles,
and/or beliefs is a team. Teams function in accordance with goals defined by institutions,
determined by external indicators of success, and rely on established procedures and
reporting mechanisms (Degn et al., 2018). An alternative way to analyze groups of
individuals in working contexts is as communities of practice. In opposition to teams,
communities of practice tend to define their own aim (Lesser & Storck, 2001) and can be
defined as “a collection of people who engage on an ongoing basis in some common
endeavor” (Eckert, 2006, p 684), and that “engage in a process of collective learning”
(Wenger, 2001, p. 1273). These communities are informally organized and with voluntary
membership. Examples include training groups (Fragkiadaki et al., 2013), where
participants discover mutual support, explore innovative modes of expression, share
experiences, and collaboratively shape their professional identities. In academic settings,
example communities of practice include research data managers as professionals situated

between librarians and IT personnel (Verbaan & Cox, 2014).



Occupational subcultures are often perceived as having both implicit shared values and
explicit practices that manifest these values (Cain, 2003; Trice, 1993). The literature
identifies two distinct concepts: professional subcultures, which pertain to a specific
profession within an organization, and professional cultures, which transcend the
boundaries of the organization (Geert Hofstede, 1998; Guzman et al., 2008; Trice, 1993).
The concept of ‘profession’ and, therefore, of ‘professional identities’, revolves around
the powerful concepts of ‘us” and ‘them’ (Trede et al., 2012). As a result, members of a
profession are united by common principles and regulations facilitated by entities like
professional associations and career frameworks. Implicit agreements concerning beliefs,
standards, values, motives, attributes, experiences, and goals further solidify this cohesion
(Ahrens & Chapman, 2007; Chreim et al., 2007; Eason et al., 2018), distinguishing a
profession from a community of practice. Because these agreements are shared,
professional identities have the ability to transcend institutional contexts (Lammers &
Garcia, 2009; Mael & Ashforth, 1992) and even extend beyond national boundaries

(Gomez-Mejia, 1984).

The development of a professional identity is associated with the systematic
performance of certain tasks as a “constant and relentless achievement” of self-hood
(Knights & Clarke, 2014, p. 344). Furthermore, it involves the ability to articulate and
communicate one's professional identity effectively and confidently (Eason et al., 2018).
Professional identity develops gradually as individuals interact with fellow professionals,
gain valuable insights into professional practices, and nurture their personal skills and
values within the profession over time (Tan et al.,, 2017). Structural aspects of
professional identities encompass elements such as the organization of training programs
and the formation of professional associations (Saskia et al., 2018). On the other hand,

attitudinal aspects involve, for example, the encouragement of self-regulation, including



ethical codes, through active involvement in organizations representing the professional

sector (Kerr et al., 1977; Norris & Niebuhr, 1984).

A Constructivist Approach to Professional Identities

A professional identity encompasses the perceived traits, characteristics, and values
associated with individuals as they engage in their professional roles (lbarra &
Barbulescu, 2010). A well-defined, stable, and secure professional identity empowers
individuals to function effectively in their roles (Coen et al., 2010), navigate challenges
and uncertainties (Conroy & O’Leary-Kelly, 2014), adapt to workplace changes
(Obodaru, 2012), cultivate and maintain social connections (Dutton et al., 2010), and

derive meaning from their work (Rosso et al., 2010).

Constructivist approaches to professional identities, such as the narrative identity
theory (McAdams & McLean, 2013), recognize the subjective nature of how individuals
construct their understanding of themselves as professionals. This construction is shaped
by individual histories and diverse themes, including work experiences and career
trajectories (Bujold, 2004; Del Corso & Rehfuss, 2011; Saskia et al., 2018; Savickas,
2005). According to this perspective, professional identities are formed through ‘self-
narratives’ (Gergen, 2019) and ‘self-constructions’ (Guichard, 2009), emerging from
personal interpretations and recollections of past events, experiences, and interactions
(Cohen, 2006; LaPointe, 2010). Certain themes or patterns surface within the narratives,
representing recurring motifs or central aspects of the individual's professional identity.
This includes narratives around their career choices, achievements, and challenges.
Moreover, the narrative identity theory highlights the importance of agency, suggesting
that individuals actively construct their life stories rather than being passive recipients of

experiences. These narratives contribute to a sense of professional identity that goes



beyond a mere collection of roles and responsibilities, incorporating personal meaning

and values (Cain et al., 2023).

RMASs deal with tasks that require a deep understanding of research processes, funding
mechanisms, regulatory requirements, and the broader landscape of academic and
research endeavors. They use their knowledge and expertise to ensure that research is
conducted effectively and efficiently and that it produces impactful results. These tasks
require not only managerial, administrative, and organizational skills but also a solid
understanding of the research ecosystem and the ability to work with diverse
stakeholders. Therefore, we argue that due to the knowledge-intensive nature of their
work, RMAs fit the characteristics of knowledge workers. Affirmations of expertise play
a crucial role in shaping the identities of these workers. When an individual claims a
specific professional identity, such as being a specialist or a knowledge worker, it imposes
a moral expectation on others to recognize and treat them according to the standards
associated with that identity. If challenged, these expectations create tensions not only
within the individual but also within the broader workplace, particularly in organizations
heavily reliant on valuable knowledge workers (Mallett & Wapshott, 2012). The narrative
identity approach embraces the multiplicity, complexity, and potential contradictions
encountered by knowledge workers facing threats to their personal identity (Bradbury &
Miller, 2010). In the context of knowledge workers, the concept of narrative identity
notably encompasses the impact of the work performed, as explored by Mallett and

Wapshott (2012).

In contrast to objective approaches that focus solely on job descriptions, our study
examines a series of thematic building blocks that emphasize various aspects to
contextualize and frame professional identities. These identity shapes (Saskia et al., 2018)

reflect differences in the significance given to topics proven to be directly related to the



concept and practice of a profession. By drawing from shared narratives, we explore how
individuals describe themselves professionally, revealing expressions of their
professional identities, consistently performed tasks, interactions with colleagues
performing the same tasks, the relevance of training for the fulfillment of those tasks, and

the impact of the work performed.

RMAs in the Literature

The existence of a divide between “general staff’ in Higher Education (HE) management
and administration was identified in the 1990s by Dobson for Australian institutions
(Dobson, 2000). The author examined the role of ‘general management and
administration staff’ and described the apparent antipathy that many members of the
academic community had toward them. In fact, academic professionals other than faculty
members, often defined as ‘support staff’, have long been described as ‘condemned’ to
contend for prestige and legitimacy, particularly in HEIs where they are not included as

part of the academic staff (Corrall & Lester, 1996).

The existence of an ‘occupational gap’ between ‘general administration and
management staff’ and academic staff, occupied by RMAs, has been addressed by authors
such as Collinson (2006), Whitchurch (2008), and Shelley (2010). According to
Collinson's findings (2006), what was initially perceived as a ‘putative’ boundary turned
out to be blurred and permeable. The RMAs that Collinson interviewed recognized the
presence of an implicit boundary, but they emphasized the shared culture and overlapping
duties and responsibilities. Additionally, Collinson observed that RMAs were also
engaging in conventional academic tasks, including teaching, research, and advising
research students. Whitchurch introduced the idea of a ‘third space’ in HEIs, an evolving
area that exists between academic and professional domains, primarily accommodating
professionals with less rigid boundaries in their roles. The application of the third space

9



concept offers valuable insights into roles that may emerge within so-called new
boundary professional fields. In these, communities of practice reflect structures, roles,
discourses and norms that gather elements from the border systems (McMillan et al.,
2016). As Whitchurch (2008) suggests, RMAs can be classified as a type of ‘blended’
professionals, combining aspects of both professional and academic roles in their
backgrounds and portfolios. In contrast, ‘unbounded’ professionals actively seek to
expand their roles beyond their designated job descriptions, crossing over from their
professional domain into the edges of academic territory. Shelley (2010, p.60) defines
this “shifting arena” as “a shared space of tension”. The concepts of ‘third space’ and
‘blended professionals’ clearly illustrate the constructivist facet of professional identity
development, as RMAs actively build their understanding of their identity through

interaction with their context and experiences.

Green and Langley’s study (2009, p. 17) showed research management as “an
embryonic profession struggling to create an identity”. According to their survey, a
significant number of RMAs felt that they were not entirely understood by either
academics or their colleagues in other support services. Despite the fact that the majority
of respondents identified themselves with “a profession within their institution” (Green
& Langley, 2009, p. 14), they did not feel that their status as professionals was on par
with that of finance and human resources staff. The close involvement of RMAs with
academics’ research, despite their administrative role, was shown to lead to tensions
between the two groups, giving rise to issues of identity and credibility. Conversely, some
researchers argue that the function of research management and administration should
fall within the realm of academic staff tasks (Macfarlane, 2011; Verbaan & Cox, 2014).
Macfarlane (2011) discusses the unbundling of ‘all-round’ academic practice, where

certain specialized functions, like research administration, have been assigned to what he
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refers to as the ‘para-academic’ domain. Verbaan and Cox (2014) ascribe this
transformation to the impact of NPM in HE since the 1980s. This influence led to the
specialization of administrative support functions as a response to growing government-
imposed administrative and regulatory requirements on HEIs, exemplified by initiatives

like the Research Excellence Framework in the UK.

Whitchurch (2006) pointed out that the terms ‘administration” and ‘management’ not
only lack clarity when describing the duties of professional staff but have also been a
subject of debate in academic settings. ‘Administration’ is often associated with
undesirable bureaucracy, while ‘management’ is linked to a perceived erosion of
academic autonomy as institutions adapt to competitive markets and government
accountability demands. As an alternative, Agostinho et al. (2020) proposed a different
designation for RMAs: professionals at the interface of science (P10Ss). Agostinho et al.
(2020, p. 21) define that “the responsibilities at the interface of science can occur
upstream (of research) — to attract/advocate for/define a strategy for research funding,
projects, and partnerships (with both academia and industry); at the research level — to
support the research activity itself (e.g. post-award management, technological platform
management, ethical compliance management, intellectual property management,
researchers development); and downstream (of research) — to pay back society the
investment made (e.g. knowledge and technology transfer and commercialization,
outreach and science communication)”. Santos et al. (2021) further expanded this
definition to include those professionals performing the same set or related tasks within
research funding organizations. Therefore, the tasks RMAs perform can be generally
organized in the following categories: (i) R&I policies development and funding
instruments implementation; (ii) pre- and post-award operations, management, and

support; and (iii) knowledge exchange, dissemination, and valorization. Also, RMAs

11



offer an ‘interface function’ by being facilitators and enablers of the research endeavor
(Csite & Virag, 2023). More recently, de Jong (2023) has proposed the incorporation of
RMAs within the expanded characterization of professional staff, referring to them as
university employees with degrees who have the primary responsibility for shaping,
sustaining, and evolving the social, digital, and physical infrastructures that facilitate

education, research, and knowledge exchange.

The self-perception and identity-forming of RMAs have been addressed by authors
such as Poli, Zsar, and Oliveira (2023). In their study, these authors examined various
definitions and perceptions of research management and administration from individuals
both from within and outside the profession (such as teachers and students) to gain a wider
understanding of the field. In the face of the above, potential threats to RMAS'
professional identity notably include misconceptions about their role and lack of
recognition of their value within organizations. Other actors of R&I ecosystems may
perceive them as simply data entry clerks or record keepers, failing to recognize the
complexity and expertise involved in their work. This lack of understanding can lead to

undervaluing their contributions and limiting their career advancement opportunities.

The RMA professionalisation continuum has been addressed in recent literature, e.g.,
by Williamson et al. (2020, 2023). In their papers, these authors problematize what the
professionalization discourses mean for research management. As an example of a
professionalization initiative, the Southern Africa Research and Innovation Management
Association (SARIMA) developed a Professional Competency Framework (PCF) for
research management that fits into a macro impetus towards professionalization. It can be
implemented to guide the professional development of RMAs at various levels of their
career and responsibility (operational, managerial, and leadership). In another example,

an RMA competency-based training needs assessment scoping tool has been developed
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by Nembaware et al. (2022). The study highlighted differences in RMA training and
experience between Africa and the UK, thereby potentially informing competency-based
training for RMAs toward professionalization. The research management transferable
skills articulated in this PCF have been further discussed by Williamson & Dyason (2023)
in light of the recent COVID-19 pandemic and what RMAs offer as “humans’ and not
only knowledge experts. Their paper highlights the need to discuss not only what it means
to ‘know’ and ‘do’ within a profession but also what it means to ‘be’ a professional.
Similarly, Cain et al. (2023) addressed the challenges to professional identities of Higher
Education teachers during COVID-19 times. Such a discussion is becoming increasingly
relevant considering the evolution of artificial intelligence and its impact on the technical

side of professional competencies, and on the awareness of the importance of soft skills.

Method

The researchers adopted a constructivist approach (Braun & Clarke, 2019; Pinch &
Bijker, 1984) to gain insights into how RMAs perceive their professional domain and
identities. This is aligned with narrative professional identities being constructed through
individuals' experiences, reflections, and stories about their work. Both constructivism
and ‘narrative identity’ emphasize that knowledge is actively built through experience
and interaction with the world. Both approaches acknowledge the importance of meaning-
making. Individuals construct narratives about their professional journeys, assigning
meaning to their experiences and shaping their professional identity. Semi-structured
interviews were conducted between January and July 2022 with RMAs in research-
performing organizations (RPOs), namely HEIs, and in non-RPQOs, for example, science
funding agencies, mainly located in the USA and Europe (recognized as some of the more

mature regions in the field of research management and administration). The sampling
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approach for selecting interviewees was purposive and non-probabilistic. The participants
were chosen based on the following criteria relevant to the study: represent a diverse
range of job profiles, roles, and seniority in research management and administration,
located in different countries, and available to be interviewed. Semi-structured interviews
allowed for flexible and comprehensive narratives to be gathered through a collaborative
process of meaning construction, following the principles of the "active interview' model
(Holstein & Gubrium, 1995). The objective was to encourage interviewees to express and
contemplate their perspectives actively. This approach facilitated the exploration of
predefined themes while also allowing new priorities and focal points raised by the
interviewees to be addressed during the interview (Bryman, 2012; Saunders et al., 2009).
Each interview yielded an in-depth account, representing a comprehensive articulation of

the views held by informed subjects (Paton & Andrew, 2019).

Eighteen respondents (72% female; from 25 to 65 years old) were interviewed,
originating from Australia (one), Spain (one), Portugal (five), Hungary (two), UK (three)
and USA (six). Eight and ten interviewees originated from RPOs and non-RPOs,
respectively. The interviews lasted between 30 and 60 minutes and were digitally
recorded, then transcribed, anonymized, and verified with the interviewees for accuracy.
The transcripts were scrutinized using deductive thematic analysis (Fereday & Muir-
Cochrane, 2006) and under the “narrative identity’ theoretical lens. The thematic building
blocks of the shared narratives were generated from codes consisting of constructs related
to the concepts of profession and professional identities, informed by the extant literature
explored in previous sections (Eason et al., 2018; Foster, 2012; Knights & Clarke, 2014;
Mallett & Wapshott, 2012; Saskia et al., 2018; Tan et al., 2017), namely: (i) expressions
of RMASs’ professional identities (communication of their role as professionals), (ii)

contribution to the broader research enterprise (namely, to R&I ecosystems and their
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employers” mission), (iii) relevance of training to systematically perform specialized
tasks, and (iv) interactions with colleagues performing the same tasks (in the workplace,
and involvement in associations/networks). Inter-subjective reliability was assured by
promoting consistency and agreement among interviewers in their interpretation and
coding of the interview data. Following consensus among the research team regarding
themes and codes, the lead author conducted deductive thematic analysis. This involved

examining transcripts and identifying data that aligned with the predefined codes.

Findings

The academic qualification areas of the interviewees were quite varied and included, for
example, Public Administration, Economics, and Chemical Engineering. Experience
prior to research management and administration was also varied and included, for
example, working at a bank, at a non-profit organization in the environmental area, and
in science (as a researcher). The interviewees’ varied academic and professional
background reflects the picture observed for RMA practitioners worldwide (Kerridge et
al., 2023). On the one hand, the increased ‘projectification’ of public R&I and the
consolidation of the NMP paradigm in HE are thought to contribute to the current demand
surge for RMAs. On the other hand, the general lack of dedicated academic courses has
traditionally led to the hiring of RMAs whose qualifications or experience fit, even if
often only partially, some of the tasks that RMAs typically perform (e.g., research
proposal development, financial and administrative management of research projects,
research infrastructure management). Nevertheless, it is worth mentioning that RMA-
specific accreditation and some master courses exist, particularly in the USA (Ritchie et

al., 2023). In another example, SARIMA has established the International Professional
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Recognition Council as an autonomous body to award professional recognition and

developed a pan-African professional recognition programme for RMAs.

The RMA’s narratives uncover the driving forces that attract individuals to the field of
research management and administration, as illustrated in the following quote that

confirms other findings about routes into the profession (Dutta et al., 2023):

I saw a job posting come through and (...) 1 was like, this is like the one job | would
actually apply for. And I knew that | was interested. I really liked it. | wanted it, but |
already had a job. And then I was interviewed and did more research on my own and

I decided I really wanted it and so luckily I landed it. (public university, USA)

Job titles mentioned include, for example, Senior Research Administrator, Associate
Director of Research Services (including “working closely with Pro Vice Chancellors”),
Director of Sponsored Programs, Head of the Research Funding Affairs unit, and Project
Manager. This shows the wide scope of the positions that RMAs can take, depending on
the organizational context and on their responsibility level (operational, managerial,
leadership). Nevertheless, the study participants coherently elaborated on their

professional self-concept. An example is presented next.

Yeah, | definitely think that it is a profession. We have a very unique skill set, but in a
knowledge base that you have to have. You can't just pop someone in and say, go.
They have to be trained. They have to understand the policies, regulations that go along

with everything that we do. (public university, USA)

Yet, some interviewees showed they were unaware of the existence of a research

management and administration profession:

I actually don't believe that most of us, if even any of us, know that there is a name for

what we do. (public science and innovation funding organization, Portugal)
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Or described their professional occupation as research ‘facilitator’ or ‘enabler’ as

discussed by Csite & Virag (2023):

I don’t think | am doing research management; | think I am facilitating research
management... In the broadest possible sense, | help manage research, but in a narrow
field of research management in that you are providing day-to-day support for the
research lifecycle and providing advice, so | would say maybe | am a research manager
at the national level rather than at the institutional level, possibly?! (public research

infrastructure management organization, UK)

The familiarity of RMAs with science and research was mentioned as a common trait:

...personally, I consider myself as a researcher because that's my background... but |
also view myself as an administrator. (public science and innovation funding

organization, Portugal)

The RMA profession has, in fact, evolved significantly in recent years, although
significant professional maturity differences exist among countries (Kerridge et al.,

2023). The interviewed practitioners themselves recognize this:

There is more kind of a recognition of the need of the profession. This is starting to be
considered a profession and not someone who was a researcher that can do this part-
time or not. There is more recognition. (private science funding and performing

organization, Portugal)

The existence of cultural barriers in public administrations is mentioned to inhibit

greater professional proximity between RMAs at RPOs and non-RPOs:

17



...it's like the frontier between being on the hunt for funding and being the ones getting
the funding. Sometimes it might create this barrier, and it shouldn't exist. (public

science and innovation funding organization, Portugal)

But the sense of being part of the same endeavor is clear:

I've never thought of it that way, and | think | would because they have the same
regulations, just on the other side of the table...ultimately what we want is that

research completed and how to get it completed. (public university, USA)

The interviewees showed a full awareness of the importance of their institutions’ role
in the overall R&I ecosystem. There was a clear understanding of where they belong in

terms of the wider societal space:

...works right between businesses and research institutions, so bridging those two
universes is really, really important. (public science and innovation funding

organization, Portugal)

The same is true for their sense of relative importance to the fulfillment of their

employers’ mission in the context of R&I ecosystems:

I do feel that we are very important to our mission as an institution. (public science

and innovation funding organization, Portugal)

Example reported systematic tasks span from science policies and funding design to

pre-award and post-award activities:

... I worked at [private science funding foundation] for a long time, and this is where
I had most of my relationships with the research management community in our grant
funding area, and that includes a range of things such as scheme design, system design,

devising policies and audit insurance. (private science funding foundation, UK)
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The development of specialized skills and competencies requires both academic and
practical apprenticeship. Most of the needed competencies and skills are mentioned by

the interviewees to be learned by doing:

[RMAs learn] ...mainly when they are doing their job. (science policy organization,

Hungary)

Although some generic training is usually provided by employers, a need for specific
training is mentioned, resonating findings from previous studies, e.g. (Zsar, 2023) and

(Ritchie et al., 2023):

The training opportunities within the regional government are good, but they are
designed for general administrative purposes, but they are open and flexible, so | can
attend my own courses if | want, ... and if they don't encourage you, at least they are

happy if you do it. (science policy organization, Spain)

Soft and transferable skills are particularly mentioned (e.g., “assertiveness,
engagement, leadership in general”, “time management”, “conflict resolution”, “how to
engage with networks”), echoing the study by Williamson and Dyason (2023), but also
some specific technical skills such as “project management”, “how the funding system

works”, and “ethics, gender, and responsible innovation”.

The existence of academic courses in areas relevant to RMA was identified by one

interviewee only, based in the USA:

...that's where research administration is, and so we now have a bachelor’s program.
There are master’s programs, ... because people all over the world do this job, and so

it's similar. (public university, USA)
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Research management and administration practitioners interact on an ongoing basis
with colleagues performing the same tasks to deepen their knowledge and expertise. The

importance of this interaction was stressed by the interviewees:

I think [interaction with colleagues] is very important and every time | go and then |
learn new things, and you know, if you don't get out of your door, you don't learn new

things. (higher education and science policy organization, USA)

The exchange of knowledge and practices occurs at the informal level by building
communities of practice as needed, characterized by a low degree of formalized entry-
level requirements, ‘bottom-up’-determined composition, and non-formalized inclusion

and exclusion criteria:

...but there are others, not associations, but other groups that are very much focused
around like research management itself, for instance the Pure* UK user group. (public

university, UK)
But also at a more formal level:

You know, you turn up at a research management conference and you think wow, this
whole new world that | had no idea existed?... they really suddenly understand that
their skill set is a research management skill set and that they're part of a broader
profession where they can get support for what they want to do. (public science

funding organization, Australia)

Most of the interviewees showed awareness about existing research management and
administration professional associations, whose importance to professional development

is generally acknowledged:

! a commercial research management software system
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...itis as important for research managers as for scientists to be a member of a network.

(science policy organization, Hungary)

In particular, the importance of exchanging practices and knowledge between RMAs

at RPOs and at non-RPOs was mentioned:

I do feel like that there should maybe be some... I don't know ... an annual meeting
or some sort of database for ideas and practices, but it should be something that
happens more often in a more structured way. (private science funding and performing

organization, Portugal)

Sharing goals, the need to connect with peers for identity reasons, learning, and getting

support are examples of reasons mentioned for joining a professional association:

And so | think having that support network from the professional associations is as

important as the professional learning aspect of it. (public university, USA)

These findings are discussed next through the “narrative identity’ theoretical lens.

Discussion

The concept of narrative professional identities is associated with the concurrent (i) ability
to effectively communicate one’s role as a professional (Eason et al., 2018); (ii) awareness
of the impact of the work performed (Foster, 2012; Mallett & Wapshott, 2012); (iii)
consistent performance of specific tasks (Knights & Clarke, 2014); (iv) acquisition of
specific skills and competencies through professional development activities (e.g.,
training) (Saskia et al., 2018); and (v) systematic interaction with colleagues performing

the same tasks (at the workplace and through professional associations) (Tan et al., 2017).
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Using narrative identity theory as the main theoretical lens involves understanding
how RMAs craft and interpret their professional stories. The depth that respondents
provided us in their stories demonstrates that narrative builds over time and as people
share their experiences with others (McLean et al., 2007). This storytelling of their
situations allowed our participants to reimagine their identities as RMAs. The narratives
shed light on the motivations driving individuals to research management and
administration. Their entry into this occupation can be rationalized by either ‘journeying’,
i.e., changing jobs as new opportunities arise, or ‘exploring’, i.e., actively searching for a
job that meets their expectations, mostly centered on intellectual fulfillment (e.g., “The
reason why | went to [organization] was that | was quite excited about Digital
Technology...”), but also including personal life trajectories (e.g., “So when | wanted to
move out of the bank, | specifically set myself a target of getting a job at
[University]...(based at their hometown)”). Similar behavior patterns were found by
Bloom et al. (2021), who labeled professionals as ‘discerners’ or ‘explorers’ in a study

concerning how ‘called’ professionals construct narrative identities.

The interviewed RMASs’ professional identities are shaped by the stories they tell about
their commitment to promote the broader research enterprise, their roles, expertise, tasks,
and occupational groups. The interviewees organized and interpreted their experiences
into a coherent story, reflecting on how their roles contribute to the broader research
enterprise, e.g., by creating “...a friendlier and more efficient ecosystem that works for
everyone...” or “...being a champion of research in general...”. Their narratives highlight
their passion for science/research facilitation and their specific and specialized
contributions to bridging the science policy-making and funding realm and the research
performing, administration, and management realm. Deriving meaning from their work,

RMAs show a well-defined, stable, and secure professional identity (Rosso et al., 2010).

22



The stories that RMAs convene about their professional identity are shaped by external
factors, such as R&I funding environments and changes in the HE ecosystem, namely the
neo-liberal paradigm, and managerialism. The increased focus by science funding
agencies on projects as vehicles of R&I activities promoted by public policies and by
HEIs on external funding sources driving their R&I activity might encourage groups of
RMA s to display team-like characteristics, as has been posited in relation to researchers
(Degn et al., 2018). In fact, in RPOs, there is a tendency to set up temporary groups of
professionals gathered for the sole purpose of executing a set of actions with specific
objectives (i.e., a project, a program, or a portfolio of projects and/or programs). These
temporary teams include researchers, technicians, and administrators and may include
(research) (project) management professionals. This is evidenced in the RAAAP-2 survey
results (Kerridge et al., 2023), showing that organizational settings for RMAs include
‘across units’, ‘hybrid units,” “temporary units’, temporary organizations (‘programs,’
‘projects’), ‘across institutions’ and ‘hybrid institutions.” Nevertheless, the increased
focus on projects as vehicles of R&I activities by science funding agencies could make it
more difficult for RMAs to develop a consistent job identity caused by prevailing short-
term relationships and interactions with researchers and other key actors of R&I

ecosystems.

Although communities of practice are reported by the interviewees (e.g., “...other
groups that are very much focused around like research management itself ...”), the
narratives clearly articulate systematic tasks and routines involving formalized processes
characteristic of professions (e.g., “...my day-to-day job is actually to receive, review,
negotiate, and approve all of the grant agreements...”; “...includes a range of things such
as scheme design, system design, devising policies and audit insurance”). In particular,

the narratives evidence a professional culture that transcends the boundaries of the
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organization (e.g., “...maybe | am a research manager at the national level rather than at
the institutional level...”), as well as national boundaries (Poli, Oliveira, et al., 2023).
Nevertheless, one view would be that each of the occupational groups involved in
research management and administration (e.g., pre-award and post-award) has a different
subculture. This can result in varying, and potentially even incompatible, perspectives on
organizational issues, leading to breakdowns in communication and collaboration, which

must be avoided (Verbaan & Cox, 2014).

Some of the interviewees’ narratives embody a sense of identity “crisis’ (e.g., “... it
was very funny because | knew that | wasn't a researcher, and | knew | wasn't
administrative”, or “...personally, | consider myself as a researcher because that's my
background... but I also view myself as an administrator.”). This lack of comprehension
Is positioned to stem from a broader uncertainty about the specific role and function of
these professionals, as found by Martin et al. (2021) in the subset of professionals
dedicated to knowledge and technology brokerage at HEIs. In their study, Martin et al.
found that the participants expressed a pervasive sense that their roles and value were not
fully understood within the institutional systems. Moreover, in their external interactions,
they often resorted to using phrases like “I'm from the university” or similar expressions,
feeling that their job titles failed to fully capture the essence and scope of their
responsibilities to those they engaged with. Within their institutions, they perceived
themselves as existing in a middle ground, embodying an uncertain role that straddled

different levels and types of staff.

The interview data shows that research management and administration can be, in fact,
performed in related areas — both at RPOs and non-RPOs. A sense of belonging to the

same endeavor is clear, although the existence of cultural barriers in public
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administrations is identified as a major barrier. We posit that professionalization can

contribute decisively to overcoming it, as suggested by Santos et al. (2021, 2023).

The narratives also consider interpersonal relationships. The interviewed RMAS
highlight collaboration with peers (“...if you don't get out of your door, you don't learn
new things.”), and successful group dynamics (*...phone-a-friend moment and shoot an
email out and say hey, has anybody seen this lately?””). They expressed professional
associations/networks as key to facilitating the development of social capital (Poli,
2018a), i.e., relationships that matter and make the difference in the attainment of
individual and collective goals (Dasgupta & Serageldin, 1999). This is clear in statements
such as, for example: “...it is as important for research managers as for scientists to be a
member of a network* and “...1 joined was because | was a little bit at sea, and | thought
| needed to speak to other people who know what they're talking about.” Professional
associations provide explicit agreements regarding their profession's goals, values, and
standards and typically provide continuous professional development opportunities. They
play a key role as accrediting bodies for professional qualifications (Poli et al., 2014),
ensuring the quality of service and self-regulation of the profession from an inter-
institutional and international perspective, and play a key role in the process of the
development of professional identities of RMAs (Hockey & Allen-Collinson, 2009; Poli,
2018b). This has been shown, e.qg., by Zsar (2023) and by Ritchie et al. (2023), to be the
case with professional associations/networks in the research management and

administration area.

The role of RMAs is undergoing a significant transformation as research organizations
face increasing complexity (e.g., in addressing societal challenges), competitiveness (in
a neoliberal context), and global interconnectedness. These professionals are no longer

considered mere administrative support staff but rather strategic partners essential for
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optimizing research outcomes and navigating the intricate landscape of funding,
collaboration, and societal impact. The increasing demand for professionalized staff in
science-related organizations and the expanding global reach of research endeavors are
expected to drive a more formalized and standardized recognition of research
management and administration as a distinct profession (Zsar, 2023). This will serve as a
catalyst for enhancing the visibility, credibility, and career advancement opportunities for
these individuals. It also has the potential to promote the development of standardized
professional development programs, ethical guidelines, and recognition systems that
elevate the overall quality and impact of research management and administration
practice. The realization of this formalized recognition will necessitate the
implementation of supportive public policies that address key areas such as: (i) curricula
development and accreditation of specialized education and training programs; (ii)
creation of clear career paths and promotion opportunities, fostering their retention and
growth within the profession; (iii) facilitation of establishment and strengthening of
professional associations; and (iv) allocation of funding for research on research
management and administration practices, enabling the development of evidence-based

strategies for optimizing their effectiveness and impact.

Conclusion

Group-based identities are formed and shared among individuals who possess certain
common traits. What RMAs narrate as distinct and central features of their professional
group can be divided into two areas: their contribution to the broader research enterprise
and how this is related to their practice, i.e., the roles and tasks they perform in that
context. The impact RMAs aim to achieve involves contributing to the efficient

functioning of R&I ecosystems, facilitating impactful R&I collaborations, and playing a
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role in the strategic advancement of science and technology. This is supported by their
social integration in practitioners’ communities and by coherent professional

development initiatives.

The interviewees reported systematic tasks spanning from science policymaking and
research funding design to pre-award and post-award activities. This wide range of
activities is also noted by Zink et al. (2022, p.2), “the research administration workforce
has diversified in several directions with formalized, specialized and advanced
professional roles and new roles for new services, such as research development”. In this
context, the collected data show that relationships, mutual support, reciprocities (i.e.,
social capital), and systemic training opportunities promoted and supported by

professional associations are essential for solid professional identity construction.

A sense of self-understanding and purpose emerged as the interviews progressed,
developing into coherent professional narratives. The interviewees actively developed
their work paths rather than being passive recipients of experiences, showing strong
agency. The interviewees’ narratives express stories of dynamic professional trajectories,
mostly demand-driven by an NPM context, mixed with personal motives, goals and

beliefs.

RMAs, as knowledge workers, verbalized their specific expertise and skill set, shaping
their identity around science and its role in society. Examples include the ‘emotional’
connection of former researchers with science, driving career shifts that ensure some sort
of continuity in this regard, and a strong sense of research management and administration

as a society- and mission-oriented job.

The narratives show research management and administration as an interface

profession from several points of view. On the one hand, at the interface between science
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and society. On the other hand, at the interface between academics and professional staff,
namely ‘general” managers and administrators. The existence of ‘tensions’ and
‘ambiguities’ in professional identity are clear and derive essentially from identity doubts
and insecurity as to where RMAs fit within diverse organizational structures. Professional
associations are identified as key to the development of a collective identity, a “home’
where these practitioners can share concerns, share knowledge, and develop the skill set

required at the workplace.

Potential threats to RMASs’ professional identity include misconceptions about their
role, lack of recognition of their added value, and the emergence of work and
organizational subcultures. This can be mitigated by their effective incorporation into
research management and administration professional associations. Namely by:
providing clear and comprehensive job descriptions and career pathways; highlighting
the value that RMAs bring to R&I; promoting the role of RMAs as strategic partners in
R&lI; developing and advocating for standardized professional competencies; promoting
the use of professional certifications; promoting the exchange of best practices and
knowledge across different organizations; organizing events and conferences that bring
together RMAs from different backgrounds; and advocating for policies that promote

equity and inclusion in the research workforce.

The study findings suggest the importance of policy interventions that support the
professionalization, recognition, and development of RMAs. By implementing policies
that address these implications, policymakers can contribute to a more robust and
effective research ecosystem that values the contributions of RMAs in advancing
knowledge and innovation. For example, based on the study's findings on the dynamic
professional trajectories of RMAS, policymakers can prioritize the provision of

professional development opportunities for RMAs (e.g. academic qualifications). Also,
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the study highlights the need for standardized professional competencies for RMAs.
Policymakers worldwide can leverage the experience of organizations such as SARIMA
and work towards establishing industry standards and guidelines for the competencies
required for effective research management and administration roles. Also, policymakers
can collaborate with academic institutions and research organizations to ensure clear and
comprehensive job descriptions and career pathways for RMAs. This clarity can help
RMAs navigate their professional trajectories and contribute effectively to research and

innovation endeavors.

Overall, it is expected that the growing evolution of research performing and funding
organizations towards more professionalized staff and the current focus on globalization
of the research endeavor will lead to a worldwide formalized and consistent recognition

of research management and administration as a profession.

From a theoretical perspective, the study advances understanding of RMA professional
identity, highlighting challenges, opportunities, and the role of social capital in research
outcomes. Applying narrative identity theory sheds light on how RMAs construct their
identities and leverage networks for effectiveness. The research findings underscore
RMAs as a distinct professional group and the need for specialized skills. It also explores
the impact of neoliberal forces on research management and the importance of

professionalizing the RMA role.

The use of a narrow sample of interviews in terms of the total universe of potential
interviewees is a limitation of this study. However, the effort to include subjects of
different roles representing RPOs and non-RPOs was successful. As with all
constructivist approaches, limitations apply with regard to the proposed explanatory

model and related interpretations and choices made by the researchers. Although this
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study identifies a number of narrative themes that support the construction of RMA

identities, it by no means claims that this is an exhaustive or conclusive list.

Future research is invited to further refine and contribute to this list of narrative themes
and further validate the underlying factors of narrative identity construction in RMAS.
Also, follow-up studies should broaden the cohort of interviewees and focus more deeply
on the reasons behind the self-distinction of professional identities within RMAs.
Additionally, future work could include interviewing leaders at the organizations where
RMAs work in order to contrast their perspective on the RMA profession with that of

RMA practitioners.
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