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Editorial: How to Win at SSHRC

�e Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSRHC) goes 
through an annual adjudication exercise every March, the purpose of which 
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is arrived at. �e highest ranked �les are usually assured of funding, and at the 
March meeting the committee may choose to review these quickly, in order to 
proceed to �les in the middle of the ranking, whose merits are somewhat less 
clear cut. In other words, if both readers A and B rank your �le as particularly 
worthy, its funding is almost assured, and so it is set aside, making room for 
more contentious �les—middle and low ranked �les. �e middle ranked �les 
are examined in considerable detail, in particular their budgets. Although the 
committee tries never to cut a budget item essential to the project, it will remove 
items that are not well justi�ed in the application or that exceed the norms of 
research costs in the discipline. In cutting from one �le, they free up resources 
that can be applied to �les that otherwise might go unfunded.

SSHRC assigns a set amount of funding to each committee. As the meet-
ings proceed, the committee works downward from those highest ranked �les, 
which are assured of funding, to the middle rank �les, and as it does so, a cut 
o� point emerges, a�er which SSHRC funds are no longer available. �e com-
mittee may still recommend �les for funding—the mysterious “recommended 
but not funded” designation—a�er this point (and sometimes SSHRC manages 
to obtain more funding from the government at a date later than the March 
adjudications), but given its budget, a moment is arrived at a�er which in all 
likelihood �les will not receive funding. �e moment is most disconcerting for 
committee members, especially since so many of these middle-rank �les have 
obvious merit. �e committee changes its approach as it nears this cut o� point: 
debates about the merits of a �le can become extended, and budgets are scrutin-
ized repeatedly, o�en with extreme care.

Since all �les must be ranked, however, the adjudication process continues 
with the low-ranked �les. Here, the committee changes its approach again, to 
concentrate its energies on making recommendations for improvements and 
thus encouraging the applicant to try again in the next year’s competition. Once 
the whole complement of �les has been ranked, the committee may choose to 
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committee members. And this process should involve a vetting by the so-
ciety executive board to assure the minimization of bias.

3. As mentioned, the foreign scholars that SSHRC draws upon have little, 
sometimes no, understanding of the dynamics of Canadian humanities 
and social sciences research. SSHRC is turning more and more to foreign 
scholars for evaluation, and this aim is laudable—to put Canadian schol-
arship on the world stage. But the world stage is not a level playing �eld; 
scholarship doesn’t work in Lethbridge like it does in L.A. Our American 
colleagues in particular sometimes look upon the priorities expressed in 
SRG applications with bemusement (sometimes outright amusement), 




