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Introduction

Obtaining research grants is crucial for surviving and succeeding in the academic
world!. Unfortunately, there are inequalities in the way funding is distributed. Benchmarks
that are used for evaluation are primarily based on academic achievements, which have
long been considered as objective criteria. However, researchers who are highly successful
and esteemed receive disproportionally more funding than others®®: fruitful academic
output in early career stages will increase the chances of obtaining grants; and obtaining
grants will in turn increase the chances of obtaining more grants. Recent research suggests
that this cycle is not the result of an increase in impactful research outputs enabled by the
initial grant. Rather, these increased chances of receiving additional grants are only due to
the fact that a grant was obtained before®. This leads to large inequalities between
individual researchers and (networks of) leading institutions' and fewer opportunities for
less successful but equally skilled researchers to catch up. It could even lead to some labs
being so successful they have more money than they can spend productively®. Other
critiques focus on the historic inequality in terms of gender, identity, neurodivergence, and
ethnicity within science in general®®” and specifically within the allocation of research
funds®?: these academics are consistently underrepresented within (top) functions in
academia and receive less research funding as well. Additionally, the content of funded
research is critiqued for the fact that the impact on diverse and marginalized communities
is generally not included in standards of societal impact®. These factors have emphasized
the need for the scientific community and for decisionmakers specifically to think about
new ways to allocate financial resources.

One way in which funding agencies have tried to stimulate innovative collaborative
research based on more equitable principles is the sandpit (or idea lab) model™. While
there is no consensus on the exact characteristics of a sandpit, it is described as an
intensive interactive workshop that aims to stimulate collaborative thinking processes
regarding complex societal challenges. Sandpits are considered to provide a solid basis to
generate innovative research projects by forming interdisciplinary consortia. The goal of a
sandpit is commonly that during the workshop, not only different interdisciplinary consortia
are formed, but that these interdisciplinary consortia in turn compete to obtain funding for
their research proposals. Apart from the possible monetary rewards that are linked to
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participating in sandpits, there is another advantage to participate in a sandpit: participants
get the opportunity to expand their network for future multidisciplinary research
collaborations outside of the sandpit''. Usually, sandpits last three to five days with twenty
to forty diverse participants from different scientific disciplines?*>. The group can
additionally consist of a group of mentors, who are independent experts in the field meant
to ask critical and insightful questions to improve the research ideas generated by the
participants. Furthermore, there might be collaboration partners or other stakeholders who
will think along and can become collaborators within the consortia. And finally, there are
professional sandpit facilitators who guide the process by structuring the meeting and
giving assignments regarding networking, brainstorming, and developing ideas.

Whereas sandpits are seen as a novel way to encourage innovative thinking in
academia and to improve the societal impact of scientific research, very little research is
done on whether and how this works'. One interesting study has focused on the extent to
which sandpits aid in supporting multidisciplinary collaborations and the equality and
inclusion of different scientific disciplines. Based on interviews with a group of scientists
who participated in a sandpit in Norway, the authors conclude that the method can indeed
be a useful tool in promoting multidisciplinary research. Only few critiques have been
published on the sandpit methodology. One open letter focused on the lack of equality in
the accessibility of sandpits for caregivers'®. Another focused on the lack of open-
mindedness in funders to actually allocate grant money to creative and innovative
multidisciplinary applications instead of opting for ‘safer’ but less creative and innovative
projects’™. However, no attention has been given to the ways in which the sandpit model
reproduces the inequities that are apparent in more traditional systems of distributing
funding. Because little research is done on the sandpit model, and no clear guidelines are
given on how to organize and facilitate a sandpit event, we discuss several potential pitfalls
of the sandpit methodology that could put some researchers at a disadvantage. We also
provide recommendations for implementing methods like the sandpit.

Our reflections are based on the available literature and on the experiences of the
first author during her participation in a sandpit meeting organized by the Dutch Research
Council (NWO)*®. In the summer of 2022, the NWO organized a sandpit meeting on
‘advancing equity in academia through innovation'. Forty participants were present who
formed a diverse group in terms of cultural background, career stage, age, and scientific
background. An additional seven expert functioned as mentors, asking critical questions
along the way. Finally, there were three facilitators.

Caregivers

Sandpits are intense multi-day events, including evening activities, that are only
accessible to people who have the time and means to be away from home for this amount
of time'*. During the NWO sandpit, which lasted four days, people were explicitly
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encouraged to keep (net)working throughout lunch and dinner or to otherwise work on
the project by, for instance, preparing pitches or doing other 'homework’ assignments. This
means that caregivers, who need their free time to tend to children or who have other
formal or informal care duties, are at a disadvantage. Furthermore, those with a heavy
teaching load may not be able to be present for this amount of time either. Going home in
the evening to perform caregiver responsibilities or skipping a (part of a) day to teach might
be possible, but it is likely that people who do so will be left behind in the process: new
alliances can be made, and new ideas can develop or be shot down at any time, so being
fully present is an advantage in order to profit from the sandpit meeting.

It is important to note that this is a gendered issue — that was exacerbated during
the COVID19 crisis” -, with women often having more caregiving responsibilities'®®. The
burden is even heavier for single parents, and there we see an imbalance as well, since
more women than men raise children alone'®. Furthermore, research has shown that
women more often find themselves in teaching roles as well, with men on average having
more time for research?®.

Rather than putting the responsibility of care on the individual or on their
employer, a simple way to overcome this problem is that the sandpit organizers provide
support. This can be done by providing childcare on location, or by providing hotel
accommodation for partners and children as well. Another option is to provide
compensation for care costs. Regarding ways to aid those with teaching duties, flexibility
and support from the employer is crucial, but organizers should check in with their
participants to see what their needs are and whether they can assist. Finally, it is important
to consider hybrid events so people who cannot attend the meeting in person still have the
chance to join in. However, in this case it is important to make sure that ‘online’ attendees
feel included as well. Since the COVID-19 pandemic, there is increasing research on how
to organize effective hybrid meetings® and how these meetings can be made more
inclusive?. Different universities have developed checklists for this purpose®*?4. Some
examples are to regularly check in and directly ask remote attendees whether they have
anything to add; ask everyone to raise their hand if they have a question or comment; to
avoid that people who are present in the room have side conversations that remote
attendees cannot follow; to use live captions if needed; and to describe everything that is
happening in the room to the remote attendees.
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Farly career researchers (ECRS)

Another important factor is the eligibility to participate. Often, as with other grant
applications, the institution of potential participants needs to express their commitment to
the participation of a specific individual, especially when the funding comprises multi-year
projects. For universities, it is easy to commit to researchers who already have long-term or
permanent contracts. However, it can be difficult to commit to ECRs who have short-term
contracts, since commitment implies a promise of an extension of the contract in case the
grant is won. Uncertainties about budgets may hamper the possibility for these researchers
to apply for sandpit meetings even though these researchers would benefit most from
obtaining funding and expanding their network. Notably, this problem will be much less
prominent for the leading universities or labs who have no money shortage® and who thus
have the means to provide longer contracts for their ECRs.

We realize that responsibility for short-term contracts for ECRs at universities does
not lie with funding agencies. However, we advise to reconsider the criteria for
participating in a sandpit. We propose that funding agencies make it possible for those who
have shorter contracts to be co-applicants on research proposals. Furthermore, consortia
should be encouraged to include ECRs. For instance, the involvement of ECRs and
mentoring by more senior team members could be part of the assessment criteria. We are
confident that allowing ECRs to participate could boost their career by increasing their
network, growing as researchers, and to increase their standing within the academic world
if they obtain the funding. In turn, this would lead to an increased chance for these
researchers to gain longer term contracts®.

A related issue that might disadvantage ECRs is that sandpits can reflect the
hierarchy within the academic world. Those who have tenure, those who have experience
in obtaining research funding, those who have extensive networks within and outside their
institutions, or those who have a combination of these, are likely to be regarded as more
valuable assets for a consortium. For instance, some people who are part of the wealthier
labs might bring into the sandpit the promise of matched funding by their department or
university, if they submit a successful application. A less experienced researcher might have
interesting and innovative ideas but depending on different aspects of the group (e.g., the
number of people overall, the number of early and later stage researchers, the willingness
of members of the group to take on less experienced researchers), this might not be
enough to win a seat at the table and to be taken seriously. Consortia whose members
have a combination of scientific expertise, expertise on how to obtain funding, and having
extensive networks will always be at an advantage over consortia who do not have
members with these advantages. It resembles a popularity contest in which the participants
who do not stand out but do have all the skills that are needed to perform well end up
losing. Furthermore, such a contest likely does not lead to the best functioning, creative
and innovative teams. Instead, the process reproduces inequalities within the academic
world.

It is important to note that the unequal position of ECRs is a gender and race-
related issue as well. Women, people of color, non-western migrants, and people from the
global south are increasingly represented among the group of ECRs, but remain
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underrepresented in the higher levels of academia®®?’?8?°_ In other words, people from
historically underrepresented groups are more likely to be ECRs and therefore might be
less likely to be eligible for participating in a sandpit, and when they do, they might not be
considered as a suitable member for a successful consortium.

A solution lies with the facilitators of the sandpit. They should be aware of the
power dynamics in the room and to check in with the different participants and consortia.
One step that could be taken to make sure everyone has a say is to make sure that
everyone has a chance to share their expertise with the group. This can be challenging in
large groups, but possibly a booklet could be made for which all participants briefly provide
a description of their expertise and interests. Alternatively, a bulletin board can be placed in
the meeting room (or online) on which each participant can post a brief note. As an
exercise, participants can then create groups for brainstorm sessions based on this
information. Facilitators could stand by to ensure that participants do not go for the most
obvious choices when creating groups. Furthermore, facilitators or mentors could sit in on
consortium discussions and making sure everyone has a chance to share their viewpoint.
In some situations, it might even be productive to have a facilitator or one of the
independent mentors chair the group discussions to ensure that the process is equitable.
Making the inclusion of ECRs a requirement for obtaining funding will of course also help
here.

(Neuro-)diverse personalities

Another factor to take into consideration is that sandpits are highly intense social
situations in which extraversion is a plus: people are expected to network quickly and easily
and to feel comfortable enough to brainstorm and to spontaneously pitch ideas without
having much time to reflect or prepare. Furthermore, the intensity and fast-paced nature of
the sandpit process are notorious. For instance, within the NWO sandpit, each exercise was
strictly timed, with most lasting two to five minutes, with very little room for personal
reflection. Whereas some might enjoy this, for others it might be overwhelming.

As one facilitator of the NWO sandpit noted, the process is inherently not equitable:
extraverted people who thrive in this type of context are highly likely to become main
applicants within the consortia and are thus more likely to be rewarded. In contrast, people
who are more introverted (a group that comprised up to 50% of the population®®), who
need more time to feel at ease in a large group of people and who need more time to
reflect before they speak will be at a disadvantage. Furthermore, people with high sensory
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sensitivity (an estimated 20% of people®), people who are on the autistic spectrum (2.2%%),
or people with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (an estimated 4.4%>°) would quickly
be overwhelmed in a sandpit atmosphere. Considering these high prevalences, it is likely
that for many sandpit attendees, the surroundings are not optimal for coming up with
valuable research ideas. This is particularly unfortunate since research has shown that
neurodiverse people are often creative and innovative thinkers®#%.

One option is to only invite those whose personalities are more in line with the
demands of a sandpit meeting. For instance, the expression of interest form of the NWO
sandpit contained questions about personal characteristics such as the ability to easily
settle in the company of others and to be able to deal well with ambiguity*®. However,
selecting only people with specific personalities would imply that a disproportionate
number of talented academics will miss out on an opportunity to participate. Another
option, which was proposed during the NWO sandpit, was that those who felt
overwhelmed could step away. Whereas this indeed will relieve some of the pressure, this
eventually increases inequalities: stepping away means missing crucial developments
within the sandpit and consequently, the possibility of not being included in a consortium.

Fortunately, there are ample opportunities to make sandpits more accessible for
different personalities. It is important to ask participants during registration whether they
have specific needs in order to thrive during the sandpit. Not only will this give organizers
valuable information, but it will also make participants feel heard and valued. It is possible
to anticipate some needs in advance, such as having some flexibility in the schedule,
having a quiet space, or having regular breaks without any input or assignments®. Another
option is to provide the possibility to attend the meeting online, so participants have the
opportunity to minimize irrelevant or distracting social input®.

Discussion and conclusion

We identified several problems in research funding: the disproportionate allocation
of money to the academic elite, the inequality in terms of gender, identity, race, and
neurodivergence, and the lack of impact of funded research on societal impact*® 2027,

One might argue that sandpits were developed to advance science by increasing
multidisciplinary collaborations to tackle important societal problems, for which initial
evidence already exists’; and that it was never the goal to make the funding process more
equitable or inclusive. We would argue that any steps that are taken to improve the way in
which science is funded should have the goal to make this process more equitable or
inclusive. The Matthew effect (i.e., disproportionate rewards for eminent researchers) has
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been seen as a problem for scientific advancement since the nineteen sixties’. Inequalities
in academia have been described and criticized for decades and this is still a current
problem?®*°. Not taking these issues into consideration when developing new policies will
keep these mechanisms in place and only reproduce and amplify these inequalities.

We encourage organizers to consider equity, diversity, and inclusion in different
steps of the process and ask themselves critical questions. First, they need to reflect on
who is eligible to participate in the sandpit. Should assessment be based purely on
motivation, on experience or a combination of different factors? How do the organizers
guarantee that the group really represents the diverse scientific community? How can they
avoid excluding crucial groups, such as caregivers, ECRs, people with non-western
migration backgrounds, people of color, and neurodiverse people? Second, there is the
sandpit meeting itself: who should organize these workshops, and how can they guide the
process, so opportunities are truly equitable and to make sure that everyone is heard? How
do they make sure that specific hierarchies and inequalities that play an important role
within the academic world are not mirrored in the meeting room? How do they deal with
unegual power relations in the room? And is the sandpit accessible to all attendees? Third,
there is the assessment of the research proposal: are the criteria clearly defined and is
every consortium treated fairly? How much weight is given to the esteem or academic
performance of specific individuals in the group?

Furthermore, it is possible that sandpits, as they are currently designed, are not the
ideal way to make the funding process more equitable and other ways should be
considered. One option is to make equity, diversity and inclusion part of the grant schemes
or part of the assessment criteria. Important examples of this are the initiatives of Horizon
Europe, which require that universities have gender equality plans“®. Furthermore, NWO
has reinstated their Mosaic grant scheme*, a grant specifically aimed to support PhD
students with a non-western migration background. We applaud these initiatives and
encourage funding agencies to take these ideas even further, and to think about ways in
which to support different underrepresented groups. Other steps could be to facilitate the
development of consortia, by arranging inclusive networking events on societal themes
specifically aimed to connect diverse groups of academics and diverse groups of
stakeholders.

One easy way to achieve equity when designing sandpits, networking events, or
even when designing funding calls, is to involve different groups from the target population
in the development of the event: ECRs, neurodiverse people, people with non-western
migration backgrounds, people of color, and caregivers could share their needs, identify
possible problems and help find solutions. Co-creation and the inclusion of stakeholders
are valuable and increasingly appreciated elements of science®, so using these elements in
the development of sandpits or similar meetings should help advance their functionality.
Finally, the development of inclusive funding calls is in line with the Recognition and
Rewards programme that was developed by Dutch knowledge and funding institutions
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VSNU, NWO, ZonMw, NFU, and KNAW, in which the appreciation of a diversity in career
paths, skills, and achievements plays an essential role®’.
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