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Abstract
In this situation report, we discuss ways to address current promotional processes that discriminate 
against Māori and Pacific academics in New Zealand universities. This report follows on from a paper 
that we published in 2020 showing that Māori and Pacific academics, compared with non- Māori non- 
Pacific male academics, were significantly less likely to be promoted to the professoriate (associate 
professor, professor) and earn less, over a 15- year period. These gaps are not explained by research 
performance (measured by Performance Based Research Fund scores), age or field (e.g., science). 
We found that current promotion processes will not close the gap and that system- wide change is 
required. This report identifies ways to tackle this issue in existing promotion processes.
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In this situation report, we discuss ways to address 
current promotional processes that discriminate 
against Māori and Pacific academics in New 
Zealand universities. In 2020, we published a 
study showing that Māori and Pacific academ-
ics, compared with non- Māori non- Pacific male 

academics, were significantly less likely to be 
promoted to the professoriate (associate pro-
fessor, professor) and earn less, over a 15- year 
period (McAllister, Kokaua, et al., 2020) even if 
research performance (measured by Performance 
Based Research Fund scores), age or field (e.g., 
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science) are taken into account. Our findings coun-
ter notions that promotions are purely based on 
merit. Non- Māori non- Pacific men have more 
than twice the odds of promotion to the profes-
soriate than Māori and Pacific women, and our 
findings suggested that these inequities will persist 
or increase over time. That is, current promotion 
processes will not close the gap and system- wide 
change is required. The 2020 paper was a world 
first because we quantified institutional racism in 
promotions and related earnings at all universities 
within a single country. This present report identi-
fies ways to tackle this issue in existing promotion 
processes.

In general, there are three types of academic 
activity that are peer assessed for promotion 
purposes: research, teaching and service. For pro-
motions to the professoriate, there must also be 
evidence of academic leadership and international 
reputation. How are promotion applications 
assessed? Of the eight New Zealand universi-
ties, the University of Auckland (2018) and the 
University of Otago (2020) provide promotional 
information, including guidelines, on the internet 
versus other universities that put promotional 
information on their staff intranet, meaning that 
only staff are able to view promotional informa-
tion. The University of Canterbury (n.d.) provides 
information on promotions on the internet but not 
their full guidelines. In general, promotion applica-
tions need to include a personal statement outlining 
evidence as to why a promotion is being sought 
and a curriculum vitae; evidence of the quality and 
impact of one’s research, for example, an h- index 
and citations; evidence of teaching, assessment and 
curriculum development; evidence of service to the 
university and community; a head of department 
(HOD) assessment statement; and, for promotions 
to the professoriate, referees. Processes may vary 
across universities. For example, at the University 
of Otago, divisional promotion committees make 
decisions on promotions for applicants below the 
level of the professoriate. For those applying above 
that, the divisional committees make recommen-
dations to the staffing advisory committee, who 
make recommendations to the vice- chancellor to 
approve or decline promotions. The university 
also has observers, including equal employment 
opportunities observers, who report back to the 
committees with commentary and suggestions.

Despite promotions focusing on three types of 
activity, previous studies have found that appli-
cants with more peer- reviewed publications are 
more likely to be promoted and earn more (Baker, 
2010; Nakhaie, 2007). If research quantity versus 

quality is prioritised, this creates disparities. From 
the start of their academic careers, men publish 
more than women, and are more likely to be the 
first or last author on papers (Larivière et al., 
2013; Symonds et al., 2006). Overseas research 
has found that ethnic minority and marginalised 
early career researchers have similar numbers of 
lead- author papers as their peers, but fewer co- 
authored papers (Wanelik et al., 2020).

How are publication rates assessed by promo-
tion panels? Assessment varies across disciplines 
and institutions. The University of Auckland 
(n.d.) provides guidelines on publication rates. For 
example, an associate professor (natural sciences) 
is described as typically having published 45 peer- 
reviewed journal articles/book chapters/creative 
works or equivalent. Māori and Pacific scholars, 
however, often prioritise and disseminate findings 
to the communities within which they undertake 
their research. This work takes extra time and com-
mitment and differs from the near singular focus of 
publishing in high- impact international journals. 
Processes that reward short- term research and 
high volumes of outputs versus long- term inquiry 
and collaboration have been identified as a point 
of frustration for Māori academics (Kidman et al., 
2015). Moreover, Māori and Pacific academics 
may choose to publish in domestic, open- access 
versus international journals because their target 
audiences are both academic and non- academic. 
Racism in peer- reviewed journal processes may 
also affect the likelihood of Māori and Pacific aca-
demics getting published. A recent international 
study of more than 26,000 pyschological science 
articles published over a 45- year period found 
that few articles focused on racial inequality; most 
journals were edited, in the words of the authors, 
by white editors; and most articles that did focus 
on race- based issues were written by white authors 
(Roberts et al., 2020).

The traditional academic workload model 
of 40% research, 40% teaching and 20% ser-
vice does not recognise the high level of teaching 
and service that many academics undertake. This 
model does not correspond with the unrecognised 
and undervalued workloads of Māori and Pacific 
academics, including academic and pastoral care 
of Māori and Pacific students; educating and pro-
viding advice/consultation to university staff on 
Māori and Pacific issues; and service to the wider 
community, including maintaining relationships, 
responsibilities and commitments to whānau, 
hapū, iwi or other Māori-  or Pacific- centred organ-
isations (Hall, 2014; Kidman et al., 2015; Naepi, 
2019). Further, research with Māori and Pacific 



R. THEODORE ET AL.204

MAI JOURNAL VOLUME 10, ISSUE 2, 2021

women has found that they experience excess 
labour, such as emotional labour, often dictated 
by gender norms (e.g., Naepi, 2020).

As well as gender issues in the New Zealand situ-
ation, formal educational institutions provide a 
working environment dominated by non- Māori. 
Māori women have to contend with being female 
as well as Māori, because New Zealand universities 
are dominated by white males, and theirs are the 
norms against which Māori women are measured. 
(Neale & Özkanli, 2010, p. 549)

The over- representation of Pākehā males and 
the privileging and centring of Pākehā knowledge 
systems and values in universities also affect infor-
mal promotion processes. Heads of departments 
and university leaders encourage or discourage 
potential applicants from applying for promo-
tions. Heads of departments are also required to 
compare an applicant’s performance with the per-
formance of others in the department (University 
of Otago, 2020). Often being the sole Māori 
or Pacific scholar in a department (McAllister, 
Naepi et al., 2020) makes this comparison prob-
lematic, given the differences in the nature and 
focus of Māori and Pacific work, as described  
previously.

A related issue is the lack of Māori and Pacific 
members on promotion committees. Māori and 
Pacific academics are best at peer- reviewing the 
work of Māori and Pacific scholars. The University 
of Otago (2020) guidelines state that if an appli-
cant’s work is undertaken in a Māori research 
environment then it is up to the applicant (within 
the page limits) to explain the conventions of those 
environments and how they affect the output and 
significance of their work. This leaves the onus 
on the applicant to translate and communicate 
wider ontological differences that shape practices. 
Of concern, online promotion information for 
applicants undertaking Pacific research is almost 
non- existent. The University of Auckland more 
generally states that promotion processes are 
monitored for equity, fairness and consistency of 
process, although how these processes are moni-
tored is not clear in the guidelines. The university’s 
academic standards also mention valuing equity 
and the university’s commitment to Māori and 
Te Tiriti o Waitangi (University of Auckland, n.d.). 
What is not clear, however, is how universities 
ensure Māori and Pacific academic excellence is 
determined and assessed.

Finally, understanding the motivations of 
Māori and Pacific staff is critical to supporting 

their academic development and success. Hall 
(2014) found that a key academic goal for Māori 
is “to be Māori academics with integrity”. Pacific 
academics have echoed this goal and noted that it 
is their community engagement and service that 
motivates them within academia (Naepi, 2021). 
For Māori and Pacific academics, this includes 
uplifting and preserving Māori and Pacific knowl-
edge and tackling racism.

Solutions
Discrimination in academic promotion and remu-
neration processes are part of the wider systemic 
issue of racism within New Zealand universi-
ties. In September 2020, Māori professors from 
around the country signed an open letter calling 
for a nationwide review of universities to address 
systemic and casual racism and to examine how 
universities fulfil their obligations articulated in 
Te Tiriti o Waitangi and New Zealand legislation 
(Gabel, 2020), and as a separate issue, how they 
fulfil their obligations to Pacific communities. This 
review should include tackling racism in promo-
tional processes.

There are a number of actions that universities 
can take immediately to tackle systemic racism in 
promotional processes. The list below is not exhaus-
tive but based on research described previously:

• Actively monitor inequities in the promotion, 
retention and recruitment of Māori and Pacific 
academics and set clear targets to redress them.

• Acknowledge and reward work focused on 
national issues and allow for more national 
referees versus privileging international work 
and referees.

• Focus less on the quantity of published papers.
• Place less emphasis on first-  or last- author 

papers, high- impact journals that are not acces-
sible to Māori or Pacific communities, or being 
the principal investigator on research grants.

• Place more emphasis on rewarding academ-
ics that support others to succeed through 
co- authorships and collaborative grants that 
include students, early career researchers, and 
community members.

• Place more emphasis on teaching and service to 
the community and New Zealand.

• Ensure senior academic leaders (not just 
HODs) support Māori and Pacific candidates 
to apply for promotions, including statements 
of support.

• Have promotions criteria designed at the 
national level by Māori and Pacific scholars 
and applied to all universities.
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• Arrange for paid Māori and Pacific senior 
academic reviewers from other universities to 
observe and evaluate promotion committees, 
and address concerns raised prior to promo-
tions being signed off.

• Include Māori and Pacific academics in all 
promotion committees and provide anti- racism 
training for all promotion committee members.

• Link national funding to the proportion of 
Māori and Pacific academics within universi-
ties, including the professoriate.

Inequities in promotion processes are a problem 
that universities can and need to fix. If they do 
not fix them, Māori and Pacific scholars will not 
become leaders within universities and the vicious 
cycle through which Pākehā practices, values and 
norms are prioritised and rewarded will continue 
to occur. Alternatively, universities can value and 
reward Māori and Pacific academic excellence, 
which will, in turn, support a more vibrant and 
equitable Aotearoa.
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Glossary
Aotearoa New Zealand

hapū subtribe that shares a common 
ancestor

iwi tribal kin group

Māori Indigenous peoples of 
Aotearoa New Zealand

Pākehā New Zealanders of European 
descent

Te Tiriti o Waitangi the Treaty of Waitangi, 
New Zealand’s founding 
document

whānau family; nuclear/extended 
family
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