Report of the CRC-TRR 228 Future Rural Africa – Summer School in Bonn,
28th September – 2nd October 2020
African Rural Futures: Theories, Debates and Challenges
1.0 Forward
Rattled by the adverse effects of COVID-19, the year 2020 continues to exemplify the global
phase unprecedented with volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguities. If the events of
this year are anything to go by, Africa in particular finds herself at the center stage of systemic
vulnerabilities as exposed by: The locust invasion in the Horn and Northeastern region of
Africa, floods, and the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. The debate surrounding Africa’s future
remains timely and more relevant than ever. Equivocally, existing in the paradoxical nature of
optimism through anticipation and aspiration, as well as uncertainty and ambiguity.
This year’s Summer School was particularly unique, with the workshops being delivered in
both physical and virtual forums. Under the thematic topic, African Rural Futures: Theories,
Debates and Challenges the Collaborative Research Center (CRC) “Future Rural Africa”
together with its partners institutions in Africa and Germany, drew interesting discussions
surrounding a wide range of empirical research and new findings in the fields of socialecological transformation and futures studies. There were at least 40 participants from the
University of Bonn, University of Cologne, University of Namibia, Sokoine University,
Mzumbe University, University of Dar es Salaam, Kenyatta University, University of Nairobi
and Bonn International Center for Conversation. This report will provide a day to day account
of the workshops conducted as well as the outcomes and reflections as captured by the
participants.

2.0 Executive Summary

Day 1: Although the first day of the Summer School faced some technical difficulties due to a
power shortage cut which had affected the
surrounding area, this did not deter the participants’
mood. The students were quite eager to have the
opportunity to network, and exchanged ideas with one
another, making the agenda flexible and open to
adjustment. To start off the Summer School, the

doctoral students made brief poster presentations of their research, taking the opportunity to
give and receive feedback from each other and from Prof. Mathias Becker (one of the Principal
Investigators of the Sub-Project A03, Agro-Futures).

The participants following online were equally patient and joined the workshop in the
afternoon, with a plenary lecture by Prof. Mathias Becker on the historical context of rice
production in Africa. The lecture as intended, kicked off the debate over global value chain
actors and how these dynamics consequently affect the production gap and those who benefit
from it. Dr. Selma Lendelvo from the University of Namibia gave a lecture on the different
conservation approaches in Namibia and how they have contributed to tourism growth and
strengthening local livelihood. She also provided some case studies illustrating the progress
made over the years through the inclusive conservation approach.

Delivering the keynote address to inaugurate the
workshops, Prof. Detlef Müller-Mahn, CRC
spokesperson,

gave

precedence

to

the

significance of fostering mutually benefiting
partnerships in research. With this regard, he
spoke of the importance of linkages not only in
trade, but in expertise especially between the global North and South. He also announced that
the University of Bonn is in the process of hiring two senior researchers from the African
partner universities and in doing so, will take up the capacities of Principle Investigators in the
CRC. This is one of the initiatives of the CRC to strengthen its partnerships in Africa as well
as it’s collaborative functions. Concluding the events of the day, Dr. Eric Kioko from Kenyatta
University gave a brief synopsis of conducting research during the pandemic, and the general
regulatory measures to manage the outbreak of new infections in Kenya, Tanzania and Namibia.

Day 2: The workshop, "Fieldwork meets Crisis", conducted by Prof. Martin Zillinger and Dr.
Anna Ramella, provided the participants with the platform to exchange views and discuss how
to deal with the current interruption of fieldwork. The workshop, delivered online to all the

participants, similarly captured the taste and
feel of academic exchange as characterized
by the inability of researchers to have direct
physical contact to the field. Methodological
adjustments which will enable cooperation
over distance and thus realize “remote
fieldwork” involving research partnerships
were

discussed

exhaustively.

See

the

outcomes of each group work task assigned
during the session on the participants outcome section.

Day 3: The seminars of the day focused on the development theories and concepts and the
underlining concepts of studies on future making as the foundational principles surrounding the
research in the CRC. Prof. Javier Revilla Diez discussed
the foundations of development theories and concepts
of economic geography, in the framework of future
making and regional development. The lecture was
followed by Prof. Anja Linstädter who gave input on
concepts of future making studies, focusing on how future making studies could be adopted in
multidisciplinary contexts.

Day 4: The Summer School endeavors to foster an atmosphere of vibrant academic exchange
and for this purpose, the fourth day of the workshops, gave
room for the participants to gain insights on advancing
their research projects from post-doctoral researchers, and
principle investigators. The participants split up in four
break-out groups and a subsequent world-café to discuss
various topics.

Breakout group A, led by Dr. Britta Höllermann and Dr.
Miguel

Alvares

was

looking

at

interdisciplinary

integration and the development of a systems perspective
beyond the disciplinary boundaries.

Breakout group B, hosted by Dr. Clemens Greiner,
focused on the development of panels for the upcoming
European Conference of African Studies to be held in
Cologne (due to the current Corona pandemic, the
conference has recently been shifted from 2021 to 2023).

In group C, Dr. Hauke Vehrs led a discussion on the
reflection of ethics in fieldwork and the positionality of
the researcher.

In group D, Dr. Emmanuel Rukundo hosted a workshop
on the socioeconomic analysis of the data collected in
the CRC household survey.
(See the outcome summary for a detailed account.)

Day 5: The last day of the Summer School culminated with three seminars focusing on
scientific writing and publishing as well as science communication. Borrowing from the
observations made on the poster presentations that had been made by the doctoral students on
the first day of the Summer School, Prof.
Mathias Becker, gave his final input on scripting
and presenting a memorable presentation and
what it takes to stand out in a scholarly
conference. His lecture was followed by Alma
van der Veen, the head of Public Relations in
Center for Development Studies (ZEF) from the University of Bonn. She addressed the
opportunities present in communicating scientific work in the digital space, illustrating the
various channels the junior researchers could use to publicize their work and increase their
readability reach. As an additional format of communicating one’s scientific work, publishing

in the academic world is key. Dr. Cory Whitney
from ZEF lead this session, providing insights in
structuring an article for publishing, writing tips
and giving and receiving feedback. In doing so,
he offered the participants the opportunity to
review and give feedback on each other's
research abstract.

The Summer School closed off with votes of thanks from the organizing team, which also
included bidding Dr. Juliet Kamau farewell and best wishes in the next step of her career. Dr.
Juliet Kamau was one of the post-doctoral researchers and had worked in the CRC in the
capacity of managing international partnerships. During her tenure she organized the Summer
School trainings.

3.0 Workshop notes, outcomes and reflections
Day 1: Plenary Session – Agriculture: Case study of rice (Prof. Mathias Becker)
What is rice (Oryza)?


24 different species of rice, endemic in all parts of the world



Oryza sativa: “Asian rice”, Oryza glaberrima “African rice”, both are hybrids



Rice is a plant adopted to flooded conditions, Aerenchym helps rice plant to
absorb oxygen



Rice is the best suited crop for humid environments



Important for human nutrition

How to grow rice?


Rainfed lowland rice (dominant form of production in Africa), but yields are low



Genetic production potential: 15 t/ha



Actual yields (Africa): 1-3 t/ha



Different strategies to increase production: increase area of production, increase
genetic production potential, reduce variability, increase yield stability, reduce the
yield gap



However, not all strategies apply to all regions

How can you understand the future of rice in Africa?


50 years ago: Green Revolution; creation of new plants that have higher yields as a
result of technological innovation



Irrigation paved the way for the success of the Green Revolution



In the 1990s, invention of hybrid rice, NERICA (cross between Oryza Sativa with
Oryza glaberrima)



Not high-yielding, but well adopted to rough conditions



Most benefits of technology innovations occurred in Asia



Little change, low productivity in most of Africa



Change in production systems needs a driver for change, trigger event and need for
adaptive change

Land use transitions in rice


adapted from Foley et al. (2005)



shifting expectations: before, rice was mainly produced for subsistence purposes,
but increasingly for purchasing luxury goods



availability of production factors is crucial for yield returns

Current trends in African rice production


Large potential for area expansion



Mechanisation



Potential for introducing new technologies



Why is there such a large intensification gap?



Poor soil quality



Severe land degradation



Climate change



Labour- intensive



Socio-cultural limitations



Perceived and real threats



Unpredictable hydrology

Day 1: Plenary Session 2 – Community Conservation in Namibia (Dr. Selma Lendelvo)
Emergence of Community conservation (CC) in Namibia



Historic depletion of wildlife populations



Nature Conservation Act of 1996 – formation of communal conservancies allows
local residents to economically benefit from wildlife



Return of the co-existence of people and nature



Conservancies are an organised group of local communities living within a
common area, designed to achieve environmental conservation objectives



First 4 cc established in 1996, number increased to 86 until today

Management of conservancies


CC are embedded within a web of institutions, receive support from government,
conservation organisations, traditional authorities, donor community, research



Translocation of wildlife from overstocked protected areas



Wildlife management plans via annual game counts, zonation plans, community
rangers, community involvement



Income generation from tourism and conservation hunting activities



Key benefits: employment in tourism, meat distribution, strengthened local
livelihoods, income from hunting

However, benefits from conservation were not used to build resilient livelihoods


Agricultural development was not enhanced

Conclusions:


History of co-existence with wildlife is advantageous for conservation



Revenues are significant, but a lot has to be done to ensure that it is spent
effectively



Drought is a concern



Conservancy management needs to be improved

Day 2: Plenary Session- Fieldwork meets Crisis (Prof. Martin Zillinger and Anna
Ramella)
Issues discussed in the forum and input presentation


Sharing with group the state of our Research and how Corona affected it



Problems and Challenges following Corona



The problem of ‘distance’
o Essential part of ethnographic research: non-verbal communication and
physical presence in the field to use bodily senses to understand situations.
This is no longer possible since the pandemic.
o However, also physical presence doesn’t guarantee ‘closeness’ or ‘familiarity’



How can we make the challenges of Corona productive? How can we take Corona as
an incentive to reflect on essential aspects of (co-productive) ethnographic fieldwork?



What are ethical problems of remote fieldwork?



Problem of projection: be sensitive about not creating incentives for Research
Assistant to tell us ‘what we want to hear’



Reflection on the use of digital media (that was already an issue before Corona, but
now even more so) -> how is ‘the field’ constructed by media?



Reflection on how ‘locality’ is constructed



Remark: There are also some who profit from Corona (new Research Grants; new
forms of digitally accessible publics, e.g. zoom meetings)



Reflection on the role of Research Assistants in knowledge production
o Ethics
o Authorship
o Practical issues of organizing Remote Research
o Involvement of RAs in Research Design
o Only interviews or also other forms research methods possible? Open-ended
or closed questions?
o Data Management
o Intensity of communication with RA during Remote Research

Breakout Groups
1) New Forms of Publics


Problem and traps of relying only on these new publics



Advantages of these new forms

2) Training Research Assistant for Remote Fieldwork


Opportunities for redefining co-operative (remote) research



How to train?



Dismantling hierarchies

3) Ethics of Remote Fieldwork


Relationships of care



Ethical code

4) Digital Platforms for Sharing Data in Remote Fieldwork


For example: Kobo collect App



How to work collectively

5) Necessity for Changing Thesis because of Corona


Shortcomings, gaps because of Corona



Demands for further DFG funding because of Corona

Day 3: Plenary Session- Future making in the light of regional development and theories
(Prof. Javier Revilla Diez)
Neoclassic visions of the future


Integrating places and connect them to markets (trade) is the starting point for
development



Reduced transaction costs – producers enlarge their businesses (specialization and
economies of scale)



Attraction of additional businesses and related firms-the snowball effect. Densification
of economic activities along the development corridor.



The market tends to compensate for regional differences of the incomes per capita.



Encourage density, reduce distance, and get rid of divisions.

Global value chain
There is need to foster value chains that are directed to growth and development. Engage
private investors as catalysts for development.
Integrating rural areas into the global value chains and promotion of added value in goods
produced in rural areas
Process upgrades: efficiency gains by re-organizing the production system or introducing
new technologies
Product upgrading: moving into more sophisticated products

Functional upgrading: improvement in the position of firms would result from increasing the
range of functions performed towards higher value tasks.
Inter-chain upgrade: using capabilities acquired in one chain to be capitalized in another
more technologically advanced chains.
Evolutionary Economic Geography


How new routines emerge and diffuse in space when a new sector develops (variety,
selection, retention)



Process through which mechanisms of inter-firm learning takes place.



Technological relatedness is the most major input for regions to diversify into new
industries and develop new growth paths.

Trinity of change agency


Not only history but also perceived futures influence agenctic processes in the present
thus shaping the regional development



Integrative framework:



innovative entrepreneurship: source of path breaking innovations triggering new
industrial specializations,



institutional entrepreneurship: new industrial growth paths often require institutional
changes to be made possible



Place based leadership: to orchestrate actions and pool competencies, and resources to
benefit both the actors and individual objectives and a region more broadly.



Persisting agents: continuation of existing paths, acting against change.

Conclusions


Neo-classical visions: too simple, very far from the world phenomena



Global value chains: too optimistic, has inclusionary bias and ignores crucial role of
the state



Evolutionary economic geography: history does matter but how can lock ins be
resolved?



Trinity of change agency: micro-level processes, helps identify promoters and
hinderers of change

Day 4: Breakout groups and mentoring from PIs and Post-doctoral researchers
Group A: Going from disciplinary to systems perspective- thinking beyond disciplinary
boundaries. Lead: Dr. Britta Höllermann and Dr. Miguel Alvares
During the day, we had the chance to discuss the topic of interdisciplinarity within three
different group settings. We find that there is a gradient from highly integrated collaboration
with common research question to a more loosely coupled integration by contextualizing own
results. There is no preference here as this highly depends on the aim of interdisciplinary
exchange and research. However, we agreed that interdisciplinary thinking is important and
could even be more institutionalized within the CRC with specific opportunities to exchange.
In general, while the PhD students with their disciplinary expertise can and are willing to
significantly contribute to such discussion, we find that especially PIs and post-docs should
take the opportunity to enable such communication and allow a more organic interdisciplinary
exchange.
Thus, it became clear that there is a high demand to discuss more practical approaches for
interdisciplinary engagement than discussing challenges of interdisciplinary research as found
in e.g. Lélé & Norgaard (2005). While there are exchanges between disciplines within the CRC,
which are even institutionalized like the TDD (transdisciplinary diary), there are challenges to
overcome e.g. the epistemological divide and there is the need to further foster crossdisciplinary communication in a more organic way. We used this impetus to commonly
develop an instrument, which helps to exchange on equal footing.
For this, the group(s) identified two prerequisites for an effective collaboration:
1) to trust other discipline’s approaches, and
2) to withstand tension between the different disciplinary approaches.
This combination supports talking about topics which are of interest to the different disciplines
and present a driver for interdisciplinary exchange.
Among other ideas, e.g. an internal conference with interdisciplinary panels, the idea of using
a boundary object to foster communication across disciplines was developed during the

different sessions. With the last group of 12 participants, we run the “exercise” as a test and
reflected on opportunities and limits of such an approach.
Proposed Process of Boundary Object Communication
Boundary objects can be topics (e.g. water, human-nature relationship) or methods (e.g. focus
group discussions). Our chosen boundary object was “Agriculture”. After agreeing on the
boundary object, we followed the following steps:

1) Everybody writes 2-3 cards with an association he/she had on that object. Which was
presented on the pin board in random order.
Reflection: As there were no criteria on what to write on the card, we found statements,
phrases as well as key words, which presented no hurdle to move on. Maybe a colour
code would have been interesting.
2) While reading all the cards, we spontaneously clustered the cards, one could proceed
with finding sub-headers of the clusters. This process should not take longer than 10
Minutes.
Reflection: After “finished” with our clustering, we agreed
that this is a dynamic process and maybe no one in the
group would be satisfied with the current clustering.
However, it is not the aim to find a real/correct/holistic
whatsoever cluster; it is the aim to reflect on
commonalities and blind spots and to acknowledge that the
process of clustering is a dynamic process supporting
communication. Within this short and even a bit artificial
setting, we already had a fruitful exchange.
3)

Presentation of own cards by explaining: Why is

this relevant for me to understand the boundary object?
Reflection: At this point, it is important to only present the
relevance of the card for you not your findings as findings
may close doors, which we just try to open.

4) At this point one could start to discuss the way forward, establish new collaborations,
etc.
In December during the PhD workshop, it is envisaged to try out this proposed process using
different boundary objects in a variety of group settings.
Group B: Concepts for common Panels for the European Conference of African Studies
Lead: Dr. Clemens Greiner
The breakout group led by Clemens Greiner discussed the importance of conferences for
academic practice. For researchers, conferences are the best opportunity to share their research
(prior to publications) with a large and hopefully interested audience. They can get (free) critics
and feedback from peers and practice to perform on the academic stage. Additionally, a
conference setting can be highly inspirational for one’s current or future work.
As the European Conference on African Studies (ECAS) was unfortunately postponed to 2023,
we used the group session to discuss how to write and present a conference paper. An accepted
abstract for a conference panel can be a door opener, but is on the other hand very competitive.
A conference abstract should start with a catchy title that can transport the idea of what your
presentation is about. A good title can increase the audience, but it can also increase the chance
to get accepted in another panel in case the panel of your choice is already filled. Therefore,
match your theme (and title) to the overall conference theme. In the abstract itself, focus on the
essence of your work and leave out details as those can be discussed in the discussion following
the presentation. The abstract should have a clear problem statement, refer to knowledge gaps,
give sufficient context to the research (methods, material, framework) and should end with
tentative key findings that can be overemphasized but need to be critical.
The presentation at the conference should be short and precise (usually 10-20 minutes). You
should analyze your potential audience and focus the details of the presentation accordingly.
Again, focus on importance (for the field, outlook, etc.) and use pictures (and don’t forget to
refer to them). There are several possibilities to engage with the audience, to involve them or
in the worst case to wake them up. One option could be to ask for specific feedback at the
beginning of the presentation or to include questions to your slides at the end. It is crucial to
practice in advance; people come to listen, take that opportunity!
The session continued with writing an exemplary call for papers that constituted a basis for
following groups to write exemplary abstracts.

Group C: The reflection of ethics in fieldwork
Lead: Dr. Hauke Vehrs
The Workshop was held on Thursday 1st October 2020 from 9 am to 4 pm. In two sessions
(morning and afternoon), a total of 13 PhD students attended the workshop, reflecting on the
ethical implications of fieldwork experiences and work-related situations. The findings of the
workshop are summarised.
Topics discussed during the workshop:
-

Fieldwork at home and being overly familiar with the respondents
o Obtaining “right” information is sometimes difficult
o The respondents sometimes assume that you would know the answer to the
question already and some questions are therefore difficult to ask

-

Having a bias in one’s own research
o For instance about a group of people involved in your study
o E.g. “the Pokot” are often (stereotypically) perceived and described as bandits
in Kenyan media

-

One’s own positionality
o Being a woman/man in the field


How to deal with interpersonal relations that go beyond professionalism?



How to deal with the assault or sexism of colleagues at partner
institutions?



Access to a certain group of people or the denial of access to others.



In addition, the way officials, assistants, or other people see you and
ascribe certain attributes to your person, has an effect on you personally
and on your work.


For instance, how can a female researcher deal with the sexual
assault of an officer on whom you depend to get your research
permit?



Or, how do you react if you get the impression that explicitly it
is communicated that you must wait and come back another day
to have your permit processed, but implicitly you feel that
something else could be wanted from you apart of the official
documents already handed in (e.g. attention of female researchers
to the male official, or bribes).



These situations were described as power games in which the
researcher felt powerless and being delivered at the mercy of
others.



How can one go about these situations and create solutions?

o The age of the researcher
o The ascription of certain attributes by the people with whom one wants to work
(e.g. being educated, being from the capital, being from a certain ethnic group)
o Being black/white


Defining your personal role in the field



How to deal with the criticism of white supremacy?



How to position yourself as a white researcher in an African country,
which has been colonised by Germans before?



How to legitimize our research?


How can partners in African countries be fully included into
one’s own research?



How can the preconditions for a real collaboration be
established?

-



How to deal with other people being offensive and/or racists in the field?



How do we (have to) position ourselves?



What are our ethical or social responsibilities being in the field?

Bribing officials
o How to deal with situations when bribes are demanded?

-

Empathy
o How to deal with emotional trauma of our interviewees or people from our
research community?
o How can we think, talk and write about what this does to us as a researcher when
people in the field are dying, when people in the field are traumatised, when
people in the field are hurt or suffering?



E.g. one cannot just transcribe interviews like a robot and switch of the
empathy that you feel when being drawn back into the research situation
and the local realities you have experienced before.

o What is our responsibility as researchers and where do we draw the line and
define that our responsibility ends?
-

Doing a PhD in Germany
o It is kind of the reversed situation for African PhDs being in Germany, than it is
for German researchers being in the field in an African country. If we assume
that a lot of ethically challenging situations occur during fieldwork, it can be
assumed that the time being in Germany for many African scholars also has
many ethical challenges and implications, which to some extent influence their
work).


How can we deal with these situations?



Who’s responsibility is it to articulate problems? How can they be
solved? How can the research group create an environment where these
challenges can be discussed and solutions can be created?

-

Private/professional dilemma
o We are all people with a private life and personal emotions
o Sometimes it is perceived by some PhDs that they are treated like “PhD
machines” that have to function and have to deliver.
o Not everything can be addressed in the CRC, though the gender board offers at
least some options to some members.
o Perhaps the gender board could be transferred into a diversity board in the next
phase so more topics and people can be addressed there.

-

Research assistance
o High expectation towards the researcher
o What has to be provided for the assistant? What not?
o How to deal with official recruitment?


The “contracts” with our assistants is sometimes formal sometimes
informal.



Can we set standards in the CRC?

o How to deal with illegality?


One can have a close relation to a person who is doing illegal things.



How to deal with it? How must I behave?



What can I do? (e.g. giving them a lift, even if I know I am
supporting their illegal activities with it?)



How do I deal with illegal practices in the field?


People are illegally brewing alcohol, selling charcoal, practicing
female circumcision, etc.



Can I buy it and consume illegal goods? What is if I am caught
in such a situation by officials?

-

Good scientific practice
o How to cite?


How can information from informal talks be included into our work?

o Informed consent


How can I create transparency of my work to inform those people who
are being included in my work what I do and what will be the outcome
of my work?



Where to draw the line of using sensitive data from the field?

In general, my impressions during the discussions are that certain topics were mentioned more
often and are highly relevant to be discussed more intensively (e.g. being a woman in the field,
how to deal with research data). For some of these topics it would have been good to have them
discussed earlier, before the PhDs go into the field. Therefore, it is suggested to include a space
for an “Ethics Forum” in the next phase of the CRC (2022-2025) at all stages of research.
Some experiences, situations and dilemma cannot be finally resolved, but it has to be
acknowledged that the ethical challenge along the difficulties of being a feeling person with a
private life and conducting a professional research with specific targets remains a challenge for
everyone. However, having a forum where challenges can be articulated is seen as a solution to
this problem.
It was also mentioned that often the impression exists that no one really wants to read about
these experiences/challenges from the field. Rather a more “scientific” output is wanted. There
is no space at university to talk about these issues (from “the story behind research” to sexual

assault). It remains an open question what kind of platform/format would be appropriate to
contribute to ethical topics.

Group D: Socioeconomic analysis using CRC household surveys
Lead: Dr. Emmanuel Rukundo
Regarding data access and data use:
1. Data is available for use. All data has been cleaned and completed. The data is
available until November 15; please contact Emmanuel for data access.
2.

Revise the data citation to include key field staff as one of the data generators-

3.

Everyone using the data should register their title in the analysis documentation
document in Sciebo so that people can find synergies as they avoid duplication.

Regarding the process of data generation
1.

How do we create better partnerships for data collection?
a.

Learning methods (Stata) for data cleaning to effectively participate in the data
generation process

b.

Involving partners in the field at much earlier stages (questionnaire design)
rather than just the survey implementation stage

c.

In some instances, the next round, it might be important to think about new
partners – who are more aligned to quantitative methods.

Day 5: Plenary Session – Scientific writing and publishing (Dr. Cory Witney)
Cory Whitney gave a workshop on ‘Academic Writing and Publishing’ that was divided into a
morning and afternoon session. The first session began with an overview of the workshop’s

structure followed by an introduction into effective writing and peer reviews. The attendants
were asked to submit questions in advance regarding writing and publishing, especially in the
context of working in+ a Collaborative Research Center. These submissions were summarized
into three existential questions: 1) How to make it through peer-reviews? 2) How to stay
motivated to write? In addition, 3) How to work in an interdisciplinary setting? These questions
constituted the basis for discussions during the workshop.
The session kicked off with a brief reminder of how important brevity is for effective writing.
‘I have made this shorter than usual because I have not had the time to make it shorter.’
(Pascal 1657)
Especially for non-native speakers, the tendency to use very long and complicated sentences
should be avoided as
‘Those who know that they are profound strive for clarity. Those who would like to seem
profound the crowd strive for obscurity. ’ (Nietzsche 1882)
The session continued with an introduction of peer reviews. Why are they so important? For
yourself and the article you want to publish and for your field in general. Peer reviews, or rather
the peer-reviewers, help to balance our work, they give valuable feedback and, in the end, they
make our papers stronger. Furthermore, they enable journals to ensure quality work. He
emphasized that both sides, the reviewer and the reviewee, need to be nice, constructive and
thorough – in their critique/adjustments and in their communication as such.
‘Academic communities should not become the thunderdome. Public shaming
masquerading as ‘academic critique’ has no value. Don’t do it.’ (Danielle Navarro)
Nonetheless, peer review also has its limitations. Long review processes might delay the
dissemination of research findings. That is especially relevant those fields where data quickly
becomes outdated and, therefore, timely publications are crucial. Here, one should keep in mind
that publishing in predatory journals might seem a good idea (promise of short process times,
etc.), but can easily disqualify researchers within the academic world. This is especially
dangerous in the setting of cumulative dissertations, where time and publication pressures are
high.
The choice of paper is another crucial question for academic publications. Impact factors are
often the benchmark, but they are not necessarily reliable as oftentimes-high impact factors are
generated by a few articles within an issue. Therefore, they might not be representative for the

whole content. An identification of the audience should be decisive for the choice of paper.
Who is supposed to read the article? Hence, an orientation towards the research topic
(specific/broad) or the regional focus might be more useful to reach the target audience.
The morning session ended with a discussion about the writing motivation among CRC
members and went over to a peer review exercise.
On a side note, Dr. Whitney introduced us to a rather new commercial website publons.com
that tracks publications, citations, reviews and editing work.

