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Abstract  The search for equity in science policy (in terms of territory, gender 
and other inequalities of opportunity) faces strong tensions with academic excel-
lence, autonomy and meritocracy, which ultimately tend to concentration. Integrat-
ing different but related approaches and concepts, this article proposes an analytical 
framework to study the evolution of scientific policies, instruments or organizations 
through the lens of these tensions. The utility of this framework is illustrated by 
a case study of the Argentine National Scientific and Technical Research Coun-
cil (CONICET in Spanish) and its scientific researcher career, with a focus on the 
deconcentration initiatives during the 2010-2022 period. This comprehensive per-
spective shows how tensions and contradictions translate into frequent marches and 
countermarches, turning the career calls into an incoherent set of layers, rationales, 
objectives and impacts, which counteract each other and tend to perpetuate rather 
than diminish territorial inequalities. Beyond this particular case study, we hope that 
this approach can be adapted in future research to examine other science policies 
and institutions, in order to identify and highlight the internal tensions that could 
interfere with some of the intended (equity) objectives.
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Introduction

Territorial inequalities in science and technology (S&T) systems, especially in pub-
lic resources and S&T organizations, are a problem and a topic of interest in many 
countries with different levels of development (Chiarini et  al. 2014; Beigel et  al. 
2018; Graddy-Reed and Lanahan 2023; Rubiera Morollón and Fernández García 
2023). In addition, this concern is often translated into debates and policy initiatives 
on regionalization, decentralization or spatial deconcentration of public investments 
(Perry and May 2007; Bekerman 2013; Chiarini et al. 2014; Guimón 2018).

These discussions are part of a more general issue and tension in public policies, 
such as the trade-off between efficiency and equity, in this case territorial equity 
(Yamano and Ohkawara 2002; Hicks and Katz 2011; Monastiriotis and Psycharis 
2014; Hinrichs-Krapels and Grant 2016; Dijkstra 2024). In the specific field of sci-
ence policy, the notion of efficiency is usually related to the search for excellence, 
at least from the point of view of the scientific community or academic culture (Rip 
1994; Elzinga and Jamison 1995). Regarding the distribution of resources or fund-
ing, this culture is based on the pillars of scientific autonomy, peer review and meri-
tocracy. To a large extent, this approach is still inspired by the linear model of sci-
ence, technology and innovation (STI), in its supply-side or science-push version. 
Thus, it is expected that the generation of new scientific knowledge will then ‘spill 
over’ the society and make it possible to solve technological, productive and social 
problems. Within this traditional conception or “ideological hard core” of scientific 
communities (Kreimer 2015: 38), equity appears as a relegated or second-order 
objective, and inequalities of origin or opportunity are not usually considered when 
evaluating the merit to obtain resources or positions.

However, in recent years different authors have called for a new approach in sci-
ence policy that should address distributive justice, inclusion and social cohesion, 
thus attacking different inequalities and societal challenges (Cozzens 2007; Wood-
house and Sarewitz 2007; Mercado 2012; Dutrénit and Sutz 2014; Wallace and 
Rafols 2015; Philippczyck et  al. 2023). Closely related to this (although with an 
imprint that has led it to become an agenda in itself), we can place the debate and 
the different initiatives that try to tackle gender inequalities or gaps in the scientific 
system (Nielsen 2016; Tao et al. 2017; Cruz-Castro et al. 2023; Suárez et al. 2023; 
Tang and Horta 2023).

This article focuses on a particular type of inequity, the spatial concentra-
tion and the subsequent territorial inequalities in the distribution of capabilities, 
resources, funding and, above all, opportunities in the S&T public system. The 
mere search for efficiency, excellence or merit generates a circular mechanism 
that tends to perpetuate (and even deepen) these inequalities: more resources for 
the scientific elites in the most developed urban S&T centres, less for lagging 
groups in the peripheries of the system. In this context, a large body of litera-
ture has highlighted the importance of directing public efforts to historically lag-
ging or peripheral regions (Beigel et al. 2018; Marques et al. 2019; Salomaa and 
Charles 2021; Dijkstra 2024). However, there are several tensions between, on the 
one hand, the political initiatives that seek the redistribution and deconcentration 
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of public investment and, on the other hand, the academic culture that promotes 
autonomy, excellence, merit and, consequently, concentration.

The present article contributes to this literature and debates from different 
angles. First, in the construction of the theoretical framework, we bring together 
(and highlight the links between) different approaches and concepts that are not 
always analyzed as a whole: concentration versus deconcentration or dispersion, 
efficiency versus equity, excellence versus quality or relevance, academic versus 
bureaucratic (and civic) culture. In this way, we offer a more comprehensive ana-
lytical perspective on a series of tensions between different cultures, rationales 
and objectives of science policy.

The utility of this ‘analytical framework of tensions’ is then illustrated by a 
case study on Argentina’s National Scientific and Technical Research Council 
(CONICET in Spanish) and its Scientific Researcher Career (CIC in Spanish). 
In particular, we focus on the 2010-2022 period, when in the broader framework 
of the ‘federalization policies’ in the S&T system (Beigel et  al. 2018; Niembro 
2020a, 2020b), the objective of deconcentration of the CIC was installed with 
some impetus, but also with many contradictions and tensions, as we will see.

The CONICET offers an interesting case study since it is the leading organ-
ization of the Argentine S&T system in budgetary terms, accounting for about 
one third of public budget in recent decades (Aristimuño 2023), and also the one 
with the highest international recognition. From 2010 to 2021, the CONICET 
has remained in the second position among the Latin American organizations 
included in the Scimago Institutions Ranking (only behind the University of Sao 
Paulo, Brazil). According to Article 1 of Decree 1661/96, its main mission is “the 
promotion and execution of scientific and technological activities throughout the 
national territory and in the different knowledge areas”. Although it has several 
functions to fulfill this mission (Article 3), the main one is its human resources 
policy, with the researcher career and doctoral and postdoctoral scholarships for 
research training (the career of technical support personnel is much more lim-
ited). As shown by different authors (Stefani 2018; Alasino 2020), the percentage 
of CONICET’s budget devoted to salaries and scholarships ranged between 87% 
and 94% in the 2009-2018 period (in 2022, it reached 94% again), leaving little 
margin for its other functions: supporting research institutes and laboratories, and 
funding research projects.

In addition, it should be noted that the CONICET has become increasingly 
important in the last two decades, as it has been the main exponent of the expan-
sion of the S&T system after the 2001-2002 crisis (Cruz-Castro et al. 2016; Botto 
and Bentancor 2018; García de Fanelli 2018; Albornoz 2019; Alasino 2020; Aliaga 
2020). Between 2003 and 2021, the number of CONICET researchers increased by 
200% (it tripled), against a 44% growth in full-time professors-researchers in the 
university system. As Szpeiner and Jeppesen (2013: 8) highlight, the annual allo-
cation of scholarships and admissions to the CIC by the CONICET “marks to a 
large extent the direction and perspectives of Argentine scientific and technological 
development, both thematically and geographically”. In other words, analyzing the 
CONICET and the CIC is a way to study the Argentine S&T system, albeit in an 
approximate sense, since “it is exceptional in the world to have a system where the 
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bulk of research is carried out by a single agency, with its own researchers” (Míguez 
2018: 116).

After this introduction, in the first  section we review different concepts and 
approaches in tension regarding science policy. On this basis, the second  section 
presents the ‘analytical framework of tensions’ and details the sources of informa-
tion used for our case study. The third section briefly describes some historical mile-
stones and key features of the CONICET and the CIC. Throughout different subsec-
tions (and subperiods), the fourth section delves into the discussion on the tensions 
around the deconcentration of the CIC in the 2010-2022 period. Finally, the last sec-
tion brings together the closing reflections of this study.

Different but Related Tensions Around Science Policy

Science policy and funding, as well as scientific organizations, are crossed by mul-
tiple dilemmas, between different issues such as efficiency, excellence and merit 
versus equity or equality, relevance and diversity, among others (Cruz-Castro et al. 
2023; Lepori et al. 2023). In particular, the tensions between the objectives of aca-
demic excellence and equity or between competition and a relatively egalitarian dis-
tribution of resources have been central topics in the science policy debate (Crespy 
et  al. 2007; Koschatzky and Kroll 2007; Hicks and Katz 2011; Rubiera Morollón 
and Fernández García 2023).

Concentration Versus Deconcentration and Dispersion

Considering the focus of this article, one of the principal tensions to be taken into 
account is that between concentration versus deconcentration or dispersion, in terms 
of the distribution of S&T funding and resources. In an interesting review, Aagaard 
et al. (2020) find in the literature different arguments in favor of the concentration of 
scientific funding: some linked to the search for efficiency, such as the generation of 
a critical mass of resources or capacities and the exploitation of economies of scale, 
and others linked to quality issues, such as scientific excellence and merit, direct-
ing funds towards the most capable and productive groups to achieve world-class 
results. On the other hand, in favor of dispersion, the authors mention some counter-
arguments, such as the presence of diseconomies of scale and diminishing marginal 
returns beyond a certain level of concentration. They also suggest the possibility of 
generating a more diverse research system, offering a wider range of opportunities 
and diversifying the risk (and chances of success) across a larger number of groups.

Another argument for dispersion is that the concentration and increasing (meri-
tocratic) competition for scientific resources tends to reinforce the Matthew effect 
(Merton 1968; Bol et al. 2018), widening inequalities at the individual, institutional 
and even regional level (Münch and Baier 2012; Langfeldt, et  al. 2015; Graddy-
Reed and Lanahan 2023; Lepori et al. 2023). In the case of Argentina, Suárez and 
Fiorentin (2018: 43) stress that the “concentration of the efforts [in only four prov-
inces] reveals the existence of historical processes of territorial imbalance, which, 
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analyzed in terms of the Matthew effect, explains why these patterns of resource and 
project allocation tend to be reproduced over time”.

According to Guimón (2018), one of the challenges of STI policy is achieving a 
fair balance between concentrating public resources in the most advanced regions 
to create critical mass and reward excellence and, at the same time, supporting lag-
ging regions to encourage territorial development. This is connected with the two 
possible scenarios presented by Jappe and Heinze (2023). On the one hand, in the 
‘elitist scenario’, prestige and hierarchy generate self-reinforcing mechanisms of ter-
ritorial concentration of resources, condemning peripheral regions to persist in that 
status. On the other hand, the ‘expansive scenario’ seeks to promote territorial cohe-
sion, maintaining part of the funding to the most advanced institutions (to sustain 
and improve their performance) but counteracting excessive concentration by broad-
ening the spectrum of organizations and regions that access to S&T funding and 
resources.

A Central Axis: Efficiency and Excellence Versus Equity

A dilemma or conflict that cuts across public policies in general (Yamano and Ohka-
wara 2002; Monastiriotis and Psycharis 2014; Hinrichs-Krapels and Grant 2016) 
and is connected to the particular discussion on the territorial (de)concentration of 
resources is that of efficiency versus equity (Guimón 2018), which in the particu-
lar case of science policy often turns into excellence versus equity (Hicks and Katz 
2011). As the latter authors note:

“Two legitimate sets of public values contest for primacy in the allocation of 
research funding. Governments seek to maximize research excellence by dis-
tributing resources based on merit. Governments also enhance equity with a 
broad geographic distribution of research funds to support economic devel-
opment, strengthen research and enhance diversity and participation in the 
research enterprise” (Hicks and Katz 2011: 143).

Despite some recent transformations, there has been a historical predominance of 
the first objective over the second. Most of the national S&T organizations, such as 
the National Science Foundation or the different research councils in Latin Ameri-
can countries (including the CONICET), were created under the influence of differ-
ent analysts and organizations in the middle of the last century, like Vannevar Bush 
(Rip 1994; Del Bello 2014). Bush (1945) called for allocating (and concentrating) 
resources based on peer evaluation of academic excellence and without consider-
ing their geographical distribution (Morin 1993; Hicks and Katz 2011). As Perry 
and May (2007: 1045) note, “science has generally been funded through processes 
of peer-review allocated according to the criteria of world-class excellence (…), 
regardless of location”.

The introduction of regional considerations, placing inequalities of opportunity 
at the core of the discussion and seeking a more equitable distribution of resources, 
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represents a series of challenges and conflicts with the more traditional way of dis-
tributing scientific capabilities and funding (Crespy et  al. 2007; Perry and May 
2007). According to Cruz-Castro et al. (2023: 282), “previously existing differences 
create different opportunity structures for various groups that affect the probabili-
ties of grant application or success”. Even in the European context, where territorial 
cohesion is usually an objective, Rubiera Morollón and Fernández García (2023) 
show that the competitive nature of R&D projects and the search for the best results 
and academic excellence tend to increase territorial inequalities. This could be miti-
gated by introducing “corrective spatial factors in the calls” (Rubiera Morollón and 
Fernández García 2023: 26) to account for previous differences in terms of perfor-
mance (Cruz-Castro et al. 2023).

Merit and Meritocracy Versus Other Criteria of Scientific Quality (and Relevance)

The latter leads us into the discussion on academic excellence and merit versus other 
criteria of quality for evaluation and resource allocation (Vessuri et  al. 2014). As 
Nielsen (2016) notes, given that the academic system is strongly meritocratic, part 
of the scientific community questions the legitimacy of ‘discriminative’ measures 
(or positive discrimination) in favor of historically disadvantaged groups. That por-
tion (in general, the majority) of the scientific community “perceives preferential 
treatment as a threat to the stability of a well-functioning, objective, promotion sys-
tem, where only the ‘best’ and ‘brightest’ succeed, while the other considers prefer-
ential treatment to be a necessary means to fixing a dysfunctional system” (Nielsen 
2016: 386). Meritocracy can be questioned because it facilitates the reproduction of 
the elites and gives little attention to those who usually lose in competition, particu-
larly if, beyond individual merits, unequal opportunities coexist (Cao 2021). Given 
that the search for equity in scientific funding implies a value judgment by those 
who decide how to distribute resources (Hinrichs-Krapels and Grant 2016), one way 
to moderate the elitist bias of meritocratic practices is the incorporation of what Cao 
(2021: 24) defines as “values of social meritocracy”, such as inclusion, respect for 
differences, gender equity, among others.

Linked to the above and as another face of equity in science, Hinrichs-Krapels 
and Grant (2016) also note that research for equity may involve the definition of the-
matic priorities, aiming that inputs and results address some predefined social objec-
tives. The planning and delimitation of priority or strategic research topics by politi-
cal criteria external to those of the scientific community represent another arena of 
tensions in science policy (Braun 2003; Graddy-Reed and Lanahan 2023).

In line with these discussions, Radosevic and Lepori (2009) offer two comple-
mentary concepts. On the one hand, the static allocative efficiency or short-term 
efficiency, focused on the criterion of scientific excellence and, therefore, on pre-
vious performance. On the other hand, the dynamic or long-term efficiency, also 
concerned with current and, above all, future socio-economic relevance. Given that 
the achievement of both objectives does not necessarily coincide or may even be 
contradictory, the key is to balance both types of efficiency and time horizons. How-
ever, “it does not represent optimum but contextual fit” (Radosevic and Lepori 2009: 
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659). In the long term, according to the authors, it is crucial that the scientific sys-
tem can quickly respond to new fields of study and societal needs.

Ultimately, what comes into constant tension are the different notions of scientific 
quality or research quality:

“Studying research quality notions implies trying to capture diverse and tacit 
notions which are expressed through context-dependent assessments on what 
projects are most worth funding, (…) which researchers should be employed 
or promoted, or expressed in e.g. national evaluation regimes. Such formal 
assessments are triggered by the need to allocate resources, not to define qual-
ity as such” (Langfeldt et al. 2020: 132).

In practice, different conceptions of quality coexist in the scientific community, 
across the different disciplines or fields of research, and in the areas of scientific 
policy and funding. Langfeldt et  al. (2020) distinguish two main types of quality 
notions: F(ield)-type, related to scientific fields, and S(pace)-type, related to science 
policy areas or spaces. The first type is negotiated and delimited among the special-
ists of the scientific community, through peer evaluations of merit and excellence. 
The second type arises in spaces of definition of science policy and funding, includ-
ing groups of experts, specialists, directors and managers of the organizations in 
question. In this case, the criteria adopted may often be exogenous or cross-cutting 
to the different scientific fields and may reflect some concerns about the socioeco-
nomic contribution of science (Langfeldt et al. 2020).

Actors, Communities and Policy Cultures

Another interesting aspect noted by Langfeldt et  al. (2020), which allows us to 
introduce the last scenario of tensions, is the fact that funding agencies and scien-
tific organizations are usually spaces or arenas where quality criteria are negotiated 
(often with profound differences) between the scientific community and the insti-
tutional or political elites (Whitley 2011). Using the terms of Lepori et al. (2023), 
a trade-off is generated between a bottom-up approach, which gives more degrees 
of freedom to the scientific community to set its research agenda and its criteria of 
merit or excellence, and a top-down approach, which may consider other objectives 
and give priority to social, economic and technological impacts.

The approach of ‘policy cultures’, proposed by Elzinga and Jamison (1995), per-
mits addressing the cultural features within science policy and the tensions between 
the different actors involved in the formulation, direction and execution of S&T poli-
cies. Moreover, this perspective has been applied in multiple studies (Krishna 2001; 
Albornoz and Gordon 2011; Aguiar and Aristimuño 2018; Svampa and Aguiar 
2019). Elzinga and Jamison (1995) identify four main types of cultures and interests 
(academic, bureaucratic, economic and civic), which try to influence the direction 
of S&T policies and funding distribution. However, two of these cultures have, in 
general, a greater centrality in science policy: on the one hand, the academic cul-
ture and, on the other, the bureaucratic culture. This is in line with Cruz-Castro 
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and Sanz-Menéndez (2018), who argue that there are at least two sources of legiti-
mate authority in scientific organizations, one derived from the formal hierarchy or 
bureaucratic leadership and the other from the scientific community.

Academic culture is shaped by the scientists themselves, “concerned with pol-
icy for science and with preserving what are seen as traditional academic values of 
autonomy, integrity, objectivity, and control over funding and organization” (Elz-
inga and Jamison 1995: 576), inspired by visions such as those of Bush (1945) or 
Polanyi (1962). The latter author begins his description of “The Republic of Sci-
ence” by stressing that “the community of scientists is organised in a way which 
resembles certain features of a body politic” (Polanyi 1962: 54).

Regarding the bureaucratic culture, Elzinga and Jamison (1995) link it to the 
planning, coordination and administration of science policy and funding by the 
State through various ministries, secretariats, departments, councils and commit-
tees. Given that the bureaucratic culture is concerned with the social use of science 
(Elzinga and Jamison 1995), it can be influenced by pressures or demands of the 
other two cultures: the economic, industrial or business culture, interested in techno-
logical applications of science, the resolution of productive problems or the possible 
introduction of innovations; and the civic or social culture, focused on other types 
of interests, such as environmental care, social equity, the reduction of gender gaps 
or science democratization. In this sense, it is feasible to think that the federaliza-
tion of science in Argentina not only responds to concerns of the bureaucratic cul-
ture, reflected in laws and STI plans that point to deconcentration (Niembro 2020b; 
MINCYT 2022), but also expresses social interests towards the reduction of these 
and other territorial inequalities in the country and a wider and more ‘democratic’ 
access to scientific knowledge.1

The formation of organizational scientific elites is closely linked to the unequal 
distribution of resources and rewards and leads to a process of social stratification 
in the scientific field (Mulkay 1976). According to Rip (1994), research councils, 
such as the CONICET in Argentina, the French CNRS or the CSIC in Spain, were 
conceived as organizations halfway between “a parliament of scientists and a gov-
ernment bureaucracy” (Rip 1994: 3). Since the mid-twentieth century, many of these 
councils have been responsible for defining science policy and allocating scientific 
resources, while at the same time representing the scientific elite. Thus, “the invisi-
ble hand of scientific opinion is made visible, in a sense, in the way a research coun-
cil draws on the judgements of scientists” (Rip 1994: 5).

According to Whitley (2011), one of the most significant differences between 
S&T organizations, in terms of the regulation and control of knowledge production, 
lies in the margin of power of the scientists themselves to control the standards that 
determine research priorities and the evaluation of results. This also depends on the 
willingness of the State to delegate control over the allocation of resources to those 
who are responsible for research. All these issues are connected to what Cruz-Castro 

1  The trilogy of deconcentration, decentralization and democratization is present in the definitions of 
the federalization of science in Argentina provided by Luz Lardone and Marcelo Ruiz (see, respectively, 
Comisión CTI 2020-10-01; Red PLACTS 2020-09-16).
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and Sanz-Menéndez (2018) define as autonomous research organizations, where the 
authors place the case of the CONICET.

The Reality: Path‑Dependency and Layers of Policies and Objectives

Although much of the previous development contrasts extreme positions to facilitate 
the description of the differences, the reality of science policy and funding is much 
more complex and overlapping, with the (not always peaceful) coexistence of dif-
ferent policy cultures, priorities, quality criteria and values within S&T organiza-
tions. Negotiation between different actors, interest groups or lobbies implies that 
a dominant view may not necessarily prevail (Koschatzky and Kroll 2007) and that 
the decisions finally adopted may not reflect what a critical assessment of the most 
pressing problems and the best solutions would indicate (Guimón 2018).

From the point of view of the evolution of policies and especially of instruments, 
a key aspect highlighted by Flanagan et al. (2011) is that:

“nominally similar policy instruments are not necessarily stable in terms of 
their rationales, goals, use and impacts across time, space or policy domains. 
Nor does public policy pursue a single goal or even a coherent and hierarchi-
cal set of goals –rather it pursues a broad and ever-changing range of more or 
less explicit and implicit, final and intermediate goals and objectives, many of 
which will conflict in the sense that one can only be obtained at the expense or 
another” (Flanagan et al. 2011: 708).

These authors stress that public policies are not adopted on a tabula rasa, but are 
embedded in processes that show some degree of irreversibility and path-depend-
ency, so that past decisions condition the current and future set of options. As con-
ceptual rationales change over time and policies and scientific objectives are rein-
terpreted, policy layering and the accumulation of often incoherent instruments are 
common results. Ultimately, they reflect a set of successive reforms rather than the 
replacement of old practices with new ones (Aagaard 2017; Capano and Pritoni 
2019; Lepori et al. 2023; Reale et al. 2023).

Analytical Framework and Resources

The different approaches and concepts discussed in the previous section can be 
schematically represented in Fig. 1. This ‘analytical framework of tensions’ high-
lights, on the one hand, the links between efficiency, excellence, merit and aca-
demic culture, and on the other hand (in tension with the latter), equity, relevance 
or quality, other distribution criteria (such as equality of opportunities, based on 
positive discrimination) and the bureaucratic and civic cultures around science 
policy. These disputes and tug-of-war, which are often unbalanced in terms of the 
relative power of each side, usually translate into the accumulation and layering 
of policies, instruments and objectives.
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Like any schematic framework, it represents a simplification of a much more 
complex reality, with shades of grey instead of a black-white dichotomy. In what 
follows, we will interpret the different positions, actions, policies or instruments 
as being closer to one side (left or right) of Fig. 1 than the other, but this does 
not necessarily mean that they are aligned with all the concepts (or values) on 
that side, and there may even be inconsistencies in some cases. For example, if 
priority is only given to the settlement of researchers in lagging regions regard-
less of disciplinary or thematic issues (something that will be mentioned in sec-
tion “Planning, geographical criteria and strategic topics”), territorial equity 
could be in tension with socioeconomic relevance. In addition, some administra-
tive or operational decisions may be influenced by disciplinary, bureaucratic or 
institutional pressures that go beyond the categories of the proposed analytical 
framework. As Kreimer (2015) notes, the prevalence in Latin America of highly 
bureaucratized evaluation systems (often with the complicity of scientific elites 
and some public bureaucracies) tends to sterilize any change in science policies, 
despite the radical transformations in the paradigms and conceptions of science 
throughout history.

Based on this framework, in the following sections we delve into the case study 
of the CONICET and the CIC, its scientific researcher career. After a brief introduc-
tion of some historical milestones and relevant aspects of the CONICET, we dis-
cuss the tensions around the territorial deconcentration of the CIC in the 2010-2022 
period, according to the different concepts, approaches and interests in dispute.

As Britto et al. (2014: 34) point out in their review of the main methodologies for 
evaluating S&T policies and programs in Latin America, “descriptive case studies 

Fig. 1   Tensions in science policy, funding and scientific organizations.  Source own elaboration
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are in-depth investigations of a program or project, facility, technology or phenom-
enon, describing and explaining how and why the events of interest have occurred, 
in order to depict the context in which they occurred and to consider what would 
have happened otherwise”.

In addition to reviewing previous studies on the CONICET, publications in spe-
cialized media and official documents (national STI plans and different CONICET 
reports, management memories, minutes and resolutions of the Board of Directors), 
the distinctive contribution of this paper is the collection, processing and analysis 
of data at the provincial level. Although some official statistics are available in the 
‘CONICET in figures’ portal (‘CONICET en cifras’, in Spanish), our main sources 
of information are the resolutions of calls for applications to the CIC and, subse-
quently, the resolutions of selected candidates and applicants left in the order of 
merit, which since 2019 detail the specific institution where the candidates would 
carry out their research activities (this is further explained in the next section). 
Based on the latter information, we translate the results of the calls to the provincial 
level and evaluate the degree of territorial (de)concentration.

A Brief Historical Overview of the CIC

In its beginnings in the 1960s, the CIC functioned as a categorization system for 
researchers, who received a subsidy or grant from CONICET while maintaining 
their working relationship with other S&T organizations, mainly public universi-
ties. However, in 1973, Lanusse’s military government approved the CIC statute as 
a salary structure and, since then, CONICET researchers became full-time person-
nel “under a civil service regime (...) and have no formal obligation to be involved 
in teaching or service activities” (Vasen et al. 2023: 251). This was not the original 
approach of Bernardo Houssay and Rolando García, president and vice-president of 
the CONICET at its foundation, who nevertheless had deep differences regarding 
their strategies for the CONICET (Hurtado 2010; Feld 2015).

The ‘Houssay group’ could be defined as academicist and argued for scholar-
ship and grant schemes in which academic excellence would be the unique award-
ing criterion, leaving aside any attempt to privilege the development of specific top-
ics or regions. In contrast, the ‘García group’ sought to encourage different lines of 
research not yet consolidated in Argentina (such as social sciences) and to achieve a 
more federal approach connected to social and economic needs of the country (Cal-
delari et  al. 1992; Hurtado and Feld 2008; Hurtado 2010). However, the interests 
and ideas of Houssay and his group have prevailed at CONICET since then, with 
academic merit as the main criterion and the financing of projects with free thematic 
choice (Rip 1994; Velho 2011).

Until 1975, national public universities represented the largest share of scientific 
resources. During the 1976-1983 period, in parallel to the development of the most 
violent military dictatorship in Argentina, the CONICET experienced the greatest 
relative expansion in its history, both in terms of personnel and institutes. In that 
period, the number of researchers in the CIC increased by 120%, at an average 
year-on-year growth rate of 12% –much higher than the 8% of the recent period of 
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accelerated growth (2003-2015)– (Fig. 2). In addition to trying to displace or reduce 
research activities at universities (which were seen as subversive hotspots), the 
expansion of the CONICET also pointed to the territorial deconcentration of scien-
tific activity (Bekerman 2009; Hurtado 2010). This was achieved through the crea-
tion of Regional Centres for Scientific and Technological Research in ‘the interior’ 
of the country (beyond the metropolitan area of Buenos Aires) and by encouraging 
researchers to settle in these areas with a salary bonus (Bekerman 2010, 2016; Feld 
2015; Aguiar et al. 2019).

As can be seen in Fig.  2, together with an unstable macro-economy that went 
through different crises, the two decades following the return of democracy in 1983 
showed a much more limited expansion of the CIC, even with several years of stag-
nation (without openings of new positions and calls for admission to the career). 
Precisely, one of the central aspects of science policy since 2003-2004 consisted in 
the increase and rejuvenation of research personnel, restoring periodic (annual) calls 
for doctoral scholarships and entry of researchers into the CIC, given that previous 
years (or decades) of crisis had led to the ageing of human resources (CONICET 
2006; Unzué and Emiliozzi 2017; Míguez 2018). Between 2003 and 2010, the CIC 
grew from 3800 researchers to more than 6300, an increase of 66% (an average year-
on-year growth rate of 7.6%). Full-time university positions (a proxy for university 
researchers) increased by less than half in the same period (31%). Therefore, in this 
stage of recovery and growth of the S&T system, the CONICET has once again con-
solidated its position as ‘the key’ organization (Albornoz and Gordon 2011; Emili-
ozzi and Unzué 2015; Bekerman 2016; Cruz Castro et al. 2016; Botto and Bentan-
cor 2018; Aliaga 2020).

Fig. 2   Researchers in the CIC (1966-2022): absolute number and year-on-year growth rate.  Source Own 
elaboration based on CONICET (2006), Bekerman (2016) and data collected from the CONICET
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Moreover, the divorce between the growth trends of the CIC and university 
researchers deepened in the following decade. In the 2010-2021 period, the num-
ber of CONICET researchers increased by 80%, while full-time university positions 
barely grew by 10%. Thus, whereas in 2004 there was one CONICET researcher for 
every four full-time university professors, this relation was one for every three in 
2011 and one for every two in 2021.

These figures also respond to some particularities of the Argentine scientific sys-
tem. On the one hand, while the (annual) entry of new researchers into the CIC is 
not subject to the release of positions (due to resignations or retirements of other 
researchers), this type of substitution has been predominant in the case of full-time 
university positions, except in those cases in which extraordinary resources were 
established for the creation of new universities or new strategic degree programs (in 
pre-existing universities). On the other hand, although CIC researchers may be based 
in CONICET’s own institutes or in other sectoral scientific organizations –mostly 
INTA (agriculture) and CNEA (atomic energy)–, according to MINCYT data for 
2021, 80% of CONICET researchers and scholarship holders carry out their activi-
ties in university centres or, increasingly, in institutes with dual dependence between 
universities and CONICET. This generates a sometimes contradictory and tense but 
also necessary relationship between both actors, in which universities have become 
highly dependent on the CONICET to sustain or expand their research activities, as 
we will see later.

In general terms (although there are many exceptions), while the link with teach-
ing may be lower among CIC members, the commitment to research (with all the 
challenges of measuring this dimension) tends to be weaker among university pro-
fessors in Argentina. A Teacher-Researcher Incentive Program, launched in 1993, 
tried to improve the latter aspect (Vasen et al. 2023), but it has gradually lost eco-
nomic relevance, evaluation periodicity and effectiveness.2 Partly because of this 
and the different university cultures, Míguez (2018: 132) suggests that, for S&T pol-
icymakers, it may have been “much easier to expand the number of researchers by 
incorporating them into CONICET than to develop an effective policy to bring them 
into the different universities” (Míguez 2018: 142).

If we take into account the absolute and relative growth of the CIC compared to 
university researchers and the reduction of the university budget for scientific activi-
ties (Aristimuño 2023), we find a combination of variables and policies quite simi-
lar to the last military government (Míguez 2018; Albornoz 2019). But unlike the 
military period, during the 2000s, the consideration of geographical vacancy areas 
was restricted to the granting of some scholarship programs, while admission to the 
CIC was governed solely by merit and academic excellence, regardless of the geo-
graphical destination of the researchers (Sarthou 2019). The fact that the “policy of 
growth of researchers was not accompanied by a plan that oriented the new positions 

2  Unlike the evaluation and categorization mechanisms that exist in different countries (see Vasen et al. 
2023), the CONICET does not play any role in the evaluation of university researchers who do not 
belong to the CIC. Therefore, different evaluative cultures and research incentive schemes coexist and 
overlap (not necessarily in a peaceful way) in Argentina (Beigel 2019). D’Onofrio and Rogers (2022) 
provide a detailed description of the bureaucratic organization, stages, periodicity and characteristics of 
CONICET’s research evaluation system.
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towards certain disciplines and regions” and that “new researchers were simply 
selected on the basis of the number of high-impact papers” (Laborde and Del Bono 
2019: 6) ended up exacerbating the pre-existing territorial inequalities, as several 
authors have documented for the 2003-2010 period (Szpeiner and Jeppesen 2013; 
Jeppesen et al. 2015; Unzué 2015; Unzué and Emiliozzi 2017).

Tensions Around the Deconcentration of the CIC (2010‑2022)

Planning, Geographical Criteria and Strategic Topics

The last national STI plans have systematically emphasized the high concentration 
of resources and funding in the City and Province of Buenos Aires, together with 
Córdoba and Santa Fe, and the strong territorial inequalities that this situation gen-
erates (SECYT 2006; MINCYT 2011; 2013a; 2022). The 2020 Plan, launched in 
2013, stressed that achieving “a more equitable distribution at the territorial level 
would consequently contribute to support processes of regional socioeconomic con-
vergence that are fundamental for a balanced development” (MINCYT 2013a: 47). 
In operational terms, the executive document of this plan stated that it would address 
“the federalization of human resources by prioritizing 25% of CONICET vacancies 
in those regions of the country with scarce scientific-technological development” 
(MINCYT 2013b: 13).

Another aspect of the 2020 Plan that also affected the CONICET was the imple-
mentation of more selective policies and programs, which implied “the identifica-
tion of thematic areas of high strategic value as a priority target for STI promotion 
policies” (MINCYT 2013a: 33). Although the plan acknowledged the achievements 
of the previous decade in terms of PhD training and incorporation of researchers, 
it stressed the need to “correct the lack of orientation in the allocation of human 
resources by strategic areas” (MINCYT 2013a: 28).

In addition to the lack of thematic orientation, the human resources policy in sci-
ence and technology, channelled mainly through CONICET scholarships and admis-
sions to the CIC, faced several challenges towards the end of the 2000s. From 2010 
onwards, a bottleneck began to appear in the CIC (Albornoz and Gordon 2011), 
since the number of applicants positively evaluated to enter the career (in many 
cases, PhD graduates from CONICET scholarships) exceeded the available vacan-
cies. On the other hand, as mentioned above, the absence of other criteria beyond 
academic excellence or merit and the historical concentration of capacities in a few 
cities of the central part of the country led to a widening of territorial gaps in the 
2003-2010 period.

Although some initiatives towards the federalization of the CONICET can be 
identified since the mid-2000s (Diego et  al. 2021), such as scholarships for geo-
graphical vacancy areas or the creation of regional centres and institutes (González 
2017), the main turning point to a new phase in human resources policy took place 
in 2010-2011 (Emiliozzi and Unzué 2015; Unzué and Emiliozzi 2017). Since then:



Territorial Inequalities and (de)Concentration of Public…

“the CONICET produced a series of studies that (...) indicate some regions 
where a deficit of researchers was detected, either in relation to the number of 
scholarship holders or due to a lack of critical mass. This information led to 
giving priority to the admission of researchers from certain geographical areas 
to the detriment of the central ones” (Unzué 2015: 16).

As mentioned by Szpeiner and Jeppesen (2013), who worked in evaluation and plan-
ning areas of the CONICET, “an a priori percentage of vacancies was defined to 
cover priority provinces/locations by disciplines” (Szpeiner and Jeppesen 2013: 10). 
At the same time, the lagging provinces were considered “top priorities regardless of 
disciplinary issues”, that is, “in provinces such as Chaco or Formosa, the settlement 
of researchers was considered desirable regardless of their discipline, since it repre-
sented a value-added in itself for these provinces” (Szpeiner and Jeppesen 2013: 14).

As can be seen from the last quote, the idea of equity around the federalization 
initiatives of the CONICET (and more broadly of the MINCYT) mainly means 
equal opportunities to develop a scientific vocation and career (in general, regardless 
of the discipline or research topic), whether in a peripheral province or a central one. 
According to Elisa Colombo, undersecretary of STI Federalization between 2019 
and 2022, “it is not about being all equal, but about equal opportunities everywhere, 
that those of us who do science can live where we were born if we want that” (Grupo 
La Provincia Web 2021-10-22). Given the concentration of resources and capabili-
ties in the metropolitan and central areas of the country, the Minister of STI between 
2021 and 2023, Daniel Filmus, argued that “young people from ‘the interior’ do not 
have the possibility of developing in the place where they were born”, so “those who 
want to do research have to go to large urban centres” (La Capital de Mar del Plata 
Newspaper 2023-03-07). Since “all societies tend to reproduce their inequalities, 
correcting them implies generating positive discrimination mechanisms” (Argen-
tina.gob.ar Web 2022-06-13), “to give more to those who have less at the starting 
point” (Argentina.gob.ar Web 2022-09-20).3 Despite all these good intentions and 
the incorporation of the aforementioned geographical criteria or positions for lag-
ging regions, different studies that analyzed the results up to 2014 or 2015 agree that 
the changes in the territorial distribution of CONICET researchers had been uneven 
or partial (Unzué 2015; Unzué and Emiliozzi 2017), incipient (Gallardo 2015) or 
modest (Jeppesen et al. 2015).

In addition to the geographical considerations, the annual calls for applications to 
the CIC showed another novelty since 2013: a set of vacancies assigned to the study 
of strategic topics. Except for a specific moment at the end of the 1990s when prior-
ity areas were incorporated (GACTEC 1999; Del Bello 2007; Niembro et al. 2021), 
the ‘general call’ with free choice of the topic of study (or simply ‘free topics call’) 
had been the predominant mode of admission to the CIC since its origins. The open-
ing of the ‘strategic topics call’ and the topics selected were in line with the spirit of 

3  From the inclusion, for the first time, of provincial priorities in the 2030 Plan (MINCYT 2022), we can 
identify some signs of a 2.0 federalization agenda aimed at the territorial deconcentration of researchers 
who, at the same time, contribute to solving local problems (for example, in the 2023 call for scholar-
ships on strategic topics). However, this new line remains embryonic.
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the 2020 Plan. Over time, and recently with the discussion of the 2030 Plan (MIN-
CYT 2022), the list of priority topics has been renewed. Although the strategic top-
ics call has remained a form of admission to the CIC until today, the proportion of 
vacancies under this modality has varied over time, showing the fluctuations in the 
political priority assigned. Sarthou (2019) notes that in the 2013-2016 period (with 
a peak of over 900 total admissions to the CIC in 2015) only between 9% to 15% of 
vacancies (depending on the year) were allocated to strategic topics.

Following the change in the national government at the end of 2015, the CIC calls 
underwent further modifications. The first change, sustained until the end of Macri’s 
presidency in 2019, was a sharp decrease in the number of annual admissions to the 
CIC to nearly 50% (Beigel et al. 2018), in a general context of budget reduction for 
the S&T system as a whole (Aristimuño 2023). This situation generated a sustained 
and acute conflict with the scientific community. The bottleneck in the admission to 
the CIC was accentuated year after year and many researchers (largely trained based 
on CONICET scholarships) did not find alternatives to continue in the S&T system, 
which implied a loss of previous investments by the national government itself.

Another change that also led to tensions and controversies was the increase in 
the proportion of vacancies assigned to strategic topics in the 2017 call and, as a 
counterpart, the relative decrease in the vacancies for free topics. Differently from 
the percentages of previous years (in 3 of the last 4 years the admissions for strategic 
topics had been around 10%), it was planned to distribute 600 vacancies in equal 
parts (300 vacancies for each modality). This led to a public controversy between 
some CONICET directors who defended the changes (Laborde and Del Bono) 
and the director for the area of social and human sciences (Dora Barrancos) who 
rejected the proposal. One of the reasons behind this opposition from social sciences 
(Beigel et  al. 2018) was that the new distribution of vacancies among modalities 
could jeopardize another CONICET policy of the last decade: “to achieve an equal 
distribution of its resources among the four main disciplinary areas” (Bekerman 
2018: 39), perhaps the greatest or principal concern for ‘equity’ in the CONICET 
community.4 According to Laborde and Del Bono (Página 12 Newspaper 2017-03-
15), the higher weight of strategic topics sought to generate a reorientation towards 
priorities defined in the 2020 Plan and, in addition, all disciplinary areas were con-
sidered among these topics, including social sciences.

The studies by Fischer et al. (2023) on CIC admissions by strategic topics and by 
Sarthou (2023) on scholarship allocation show that, as can be expected, the area of 
agricultural and engineering sciences is the most represented, but social and human 
sciences are not necessarily in last place. In fact, social sciences outperform biologi-
cal, health and natural sciences in the distribution of scholarships by strategic topics. 
Paradoxically for those who advocate for parity among the four main areas, a report 
by the CONICET (2022b) notes that the strategic topics call was one of the factors 

4  CONICET is organized into four main disciplinary areas: exact and natural sciences, biological and 
health sciences, agricultural and engineering sciences, and social and human sciences. Each of these four 
areas has an elected representative on the CONICET Board of Directors. The Board that leads the CONI-
CET is completed by a President and another four Directors (from universities, the industrial sector, the 
agricultural sector, and provincial S&T authorities).
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that allowed the area of agricultural and engineering sciences to reverse its lower 
relative weight and approach the 25% level. Beyond the above arguments, Sarthou 
(2023: 12) highlights “the tension that arises when a policy aimed at solving socio-
productive problems identified by diverse actors is implemented by an organization 
that has historically designed policies giving a wide margin of autonomy to the dis-
ciplinary communities” (see Fig. 3).

Comings and Goings: The Resistance of Free Topics and the Parity Between 
Disciplinary Areas

In an interview in mid-2017 (La Gaceta Newspaper 2017-07-09), the President of 
CONICET at the time, Alejandro Cecatto, announced another change in the CIC:

“Federalizing the Argentine scientific system is a great need, as a matter of 
equity (...). Therefore, the CONICET Board of Directors has decided to (...) 
increase to 30% [previously 25%] the number of researchers with admissions 
assigned to geographical vacancy areas. This is the highest percentage that the 
institution has established and we intend to continue moving forward”.

In light of the last quote, it is striking that the geographical vacancies for CIC 
admissions were abandoned the following year (until today), while these crite-
ria have been maintained in the case of scholarships (Diego et al. 2021). Accord-
ing to this official report (by the CONICET), since the 2018 call, the geographi-
cal criteria have been supposedly replaced by a new modality of admissions to the 

Fig. 3   CONICET and the CIC through the lens of science policy tensions (2003-2017).  Source own 
elaboration
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CIC, called ‘Strengthening R&D’, introduced at the request of the National Interu-
niversity Council (CIN in Spanish). Only to the extent that some of these univer-
sities are located in relatively lagging regions, this program contributes partially 
and indirectly to the goal of federalization. As we will see later, almost half of the 
admissions for Strengthening R&D are located, on the contrary, in the four central 
provinces.

With the incorporation of this new modality, which was added to the other two 
that coexisted since 2013, another novelty occurred in the 2018 and 2019 calls. The 
2017 criterion of equal distribution of vacancies between modalities resulted in a 
three-thirds division (of a total of 450 vacancies), the lowest proportion historically 
attributed to the free topics category. However, as Table 1 shows, this projection at 
the opening of the calls was never translated into the admissions finally assigned 
the following year. Again, the social sciences area raised “the disagreement that the 
equitable distribution for the four main areas –which had been installed as a guide-
line in previous years–, now only contemplates a third of new vacancies [i.e. free 
topics]” (CODESOC 2018: 1), together with different questionings to the strategic 
topics.

In the 2018 and 2019 calls, the Strengthening program included universi-
ties with less than 150 researchers in the CIC, which were assigned, in princi-
ple, the possibility of requesting up to five priority profiles for admission. The 
implementation of the 2018 call had different problems (Laborde and Del Bono 
2020; Niembro et al. 2021): (i) the applicants were evaluated by each main dis-
ciplinary area; (ii) for each profile, only the applicant with the highest score was 
selected, regardless of whether other candidates also exceeded the ‘minimum 
merit’ threshold; (iii) but if there were no candidates for a profile or they did not 
have sufficient merit, the position was left vacant. The latter situation was com-
mon in the commissions of biological and health sciences and exact and natural 
sciences, which approved few candidates.5 As a result, only 88 vacancies were 
assigned through the Strengthening modality, raising the discontent of the univer-
sities. The difference between the 150 projected positions and the 88 admissions 
was not distributed equally between the other two modalities. It was primarily 
directed to increase the free topics category, which far from the original one-third 
exceeded 46% of the admissions in 2019.

Between the launch of the 2019 call and the announcement in 2020 of the can-
didates selected to enter the CIC, there was a change of authorities (and politi-
cal orientation) at the national and CONICET levels. On this basis, the new 

5  The three points were revised in the following calls for applications. On the one hand, in some cases, 
two or more researchers were admitted for the same profile, “in order to complete the quota [five per 
institution] established in the Terms of the Call” (CONICET 2020-02-18: 10). On the other hand, a spe-
cific evaluation commission for the Strengthening program was created (Laborde and Del Bono 2020), 
as previously occurred with strategic topics calls (Fischer et al. 2023; Sarthou 2023). Creating specific 
evaluation commissions for new modalities responded to the need for an interdisciplinary evaluation of 
the projects and to adjust some evaluation criteria traditionally used by disciplinary commissions in free 
topics calls. Bearing in mind that the areas of biological and health sciences and exact and natural sci-
ences have historically been the most influential in CONICET and the ones that best represent its aca-
demic culture of world-class science, we may not be surprised by the lower approval of candidates for the 
Strengthening program, in universities and S&T institutions of lower relative development.
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management decided to increase the number of vacancies from the 450 previ-
ously projected to the 760 finally assigned. In this call, as Laborde and Del Bono 
(2020) point out, a specific evaluation commission was created for the Strength-
ening modality and more than 150 admissions were granted (Table 1). However, 
once again, the biological, health and natural sciences had fewer approved can-
didates than the agricultural, engineering and social sciences. The response was 
similar to that of the previous year. To compensate or balance these areas, the 
additional vacancies (between 450 and 760) were not equally distributed among 
the three modalities but were mainly assigned to free topics, which accounted for 
more than 56% of admissions (compared to 23% and 21% for strategic topics and 
Strengthening, respectively). These decisions were taken in a climate of tension 
within the Board of Directors. Although there were other alternatives and propos-
als (such as allocating more vacancies to strategic topics), the majority decided to 
give priority to free topics over the strategic ones or the Strengthening program, 
and even “refused to listen to the Regional Advisory Council and to discuss with 
the provincial representatives the modality of the 2020 call” (Laborde and Del 
Bono 2020: 2).

Precisely, the following calls in 2020 and 2021 once again consolidated the 
general modality with free topics as the principal form of entry to the CIC, to 
some extent ‘whitening’ or specifying the percentages executed in the 2020 
admissions and abandoning the idea of distribution by thirds. Half of the vacan-
cies would be for free topics and the remaining half would be distributed among 
different ‘oriented modalities’. Among the latter, the vacancies for strategic top-
ics were reduced to only 100 positions in the 2020 and 2021 calls (returning to 
a percentage similar to that of the 2013-2016 period), while 180 vacancies were 
stipulated for Strengthening: 160 for public universities (20%) and 20 (2.5%) for 
other underdeveloped S&T organizations. Two of the CONICET directors at the 
time wrote a very critical document about these decisions, arguing that:

“the increase in the number of admissions is not precisely to favor federalism 
but to favor the groups concentrated in the main cities and universities of the 
country. (...) Increasing the admissions for Free Topics implies accepting the 
full validity of the Linear Model, a matter that is no longer accepted in any 
part of the world. It also means accepting that if we leave everything to the 
demand of the new members (who are then called the community), an invisible 
hand will ensure that these researchers will necessarily address the most press-
ing needs of society” (Laborde and Del Bono 2020: 4).

Another controversial change in the 2020 and 2021 calls affected the selection cri-
teria for the universities participating in the Strengthening program. Once again, the 
parity between disciplinary areas appeared as the main concern for ‘equity’ in the 
CONICET community (Fig. 4). Given that the admissions in the last two years had 
been higher in agricultural, engineering and social sciences –something understand-
able considering the needs of institutions located in lagging regions in socioeco-
nomic terms (Niembro and Starobinsky 2021)–, the search for a balanced distribu-
tion among the four main areas of knowledge was imposed. The previous criterion 
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of having less than 150 researchers in the CIC, in total and in any area, was replaced 
by another that considered the situation of each area of knowledge in each institu-
tion (having less than 40 or 50 CIC members, depending on the disciplines). As a 
result, the number of participating universities increased and the competition for a 
relatively stable number of vacancies became more intense.

This change is questionable because of the lack of an interdisciplinary vision 
and the interference in university decisions regarding the strategic areas to be 
strengthened (Laborde and Del Bono 2020; Niembro et  al. 2021). On the other 
hand, this criterion imposed on the smaller universities participating in the 
Strengthening program has no relation with what happens in the other modalities 
with the bigger or central universities. This particular condition for Strengthen-
ing is not established for the admission of new researchers in each university by 
the general modality of free topics, which allows the reproduction of unbalanced 
structures. An irrefutable example, within the University of Buenos Aires, occurs 
with the Faculty (and area) of Exact and Natural Sciences, which concentrates 
most of the admissions by free topics in that university (Niembro et al. 2021).

Layers and More Layers, Meritocracy and Its Results

As the reader may have appreciated in Table 1, a new column appears since the 2020 
call and is added to the three modalities in place since 2018. More than a clear and 
concrete modality, it is a diverse set of ‘Special Projects and Permanent Call from 
Abroad’, for which 120 vacancies were projected in the 2020 call (more than the 
100 for strategic topics). However, the admissions in the following two years were 
always lower than previous projections. The definition of what is meant by special 
projects is rather vague, since they are intended to “address thematic, disciplinary 

Fig. 4   CONICET and the CIC through the lens of science policy tensions (2018-2021).  Source own 
elaboration
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and/or geographical gaps, as well as projects and profiles that are considered stra-
tegic” (CONICET 2020-03-03: 20). In practice, in addition to the repatriation of 
researchers (30 candidates were selected in 2021 and 15 in 2022), four special pro-
jects were opened in the 2020 call. Only one was destined for a lagging province 
(Entre Ríos), while the other three were disciplinary or thematic projects (veterinary 
network, social research on China, and marine sciences). The 2021 call included one 
disciplinary project (geology, 12 positions), one thematic project (forestry, 24 vacan-
cies) and four provincial projects (50 positions in total): Catamarca (12), Chaco 
(14), La Pampa (12) and San Juan (12). The results the following year showed some 
degree of failure in these special calls with provinces, since only 33 candidates were 
selected (only 1 in La Pampa and 7 in San Juan). As always, the planned but not exe-
cuted vacancies in special projects in 2021 and 2022 and in the Strengthening pro-
gram in 2022 (134 admissions instead of 180, similar to the situation in 2019) were 
mainly directed at increasing the admissions in the general modality of free topics.6

The poorer results achieved in the special projects with provinces deserve par-
ticular consideration, since for CONICET officials in those years it was one of the 
main instruments, if not the main one, to promote deconcentration. The President 
of CONICET at the time, Ana Franchi, highlighted in 2021 that “in order to begin 
to reduce the asymmetries in our country it is necessary to begin to have specific 
admissions by province” (CONICET Web, 2021-11-01). We do not underestimate 
the fact that the results in some provinces may be significant. For example, among 
the five provinces mentioned in the previous paragraph, Catamarca is the one with 
the lowest amount of CONICET researchers, to the point that the selection of 9 can-
didates in 2022 (not the 12 projected) implies an increase of 36% with respect to the 
number of researchers at the end of 2021. However, the quantitative impact on the 
aggregate is very limited, given that the 2021 call planned (and did not even reach) 
50 admissions for special projects in only four of the 24 Argentine provinces, out of 
a total of 800 vacancies, that is, only 6% of total positions. It seems improbable that 
these projects would be enough to reduce territorial inequalities in Argentina, even 
more so if a large part of the remaining 94% of CIC admissions tends to reproduce 
and not to counteract concentration (Fig. 5), as we will see below.

As can be seen in Fig.  6, the degree of territorial deconcentration of the CIC 
between 2010 and 2022 has been very limited. In 2010, the City and the Province of 
Buenos Aires accounted for more than 60% of CONICET researchers and, if we add 
Cordoba and Santa Fe, these four jurisdictions surpassed 80%. The three provinces 

6  As mentioned, the lower number of admissions in different years in the Strengthening program or 
the special projects is partly explained by the fact that the evaluation commissions of some disciplines 
applied strict criteria (typical of other calls) to candidates in adverse conditions. This even led to the 
creation of specific commissions for new modalities. However, there are also other (interrelated) reasons 
why many profiles did not have candidates (CONICET 2022a; 2024): lack of official documentation and 
weaknesses in the definition of the objectives and modes of implementation of these new programs; lack 
of prior diagnosis on the viability and interest of potential candidates to develop certain lines of research 
according to the region; lack of incentives, support and opportunities in certain regions (for example, due 
to infrastructure, equipment or funding problems); uprooting and other professional and family difficul-
ties to relocate researchers from other regions of the country; a general reduction in the number of candi-
dates since the 2021 call, when only one application must be chosen (previously, it was possible to apply 
to the Strengthening program and also to free or strategic topics).
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that follow in relative importance, Río Negro, Mendoza and Tucumán, represented 
approximately another 10%, so only 8.4% was distributed among the remaining 17 
provinces. Twelve years later, these 17 jurisdictions increased their relative share 
by only four percentage points.7 In Fig.  6, this is reflected in a similar fall in the 
City and the Province of Buenos Aires. However, the City of Buenos Aires had a 
drop of more than six percentage points between 2010 and 2022, while the province 
increased its share by almost two points.

If we focus on CIC admissions in the last three years (2020-2022), the top seven 
jurisdictions accounted for 80%, while the remaining 20% was distributed among 
the other 17 provinces. This slight deconcentration of admissions in recent calls is 
mainly explained by the Strengthening program and, to a lesser extent, by the special 
projects (Table 2). In contrary, the distribution of the modalities of free and strategic 
topics (governed merely by academic merit since the elimination of geographical 
criteria) tended to reproduce or even exacerbate the territorial concentration, given 
that the top seven provinces exceeded 90% of admissions. The problem is that the 
weight of the last two modalities (especially of free topics) has been predominant in 
recent years, with more than 72% of total admissions (Table 2).

Between 2020 and 2022, Strengthening and special projects explained all new 
CIC admissions in three provinces, they accounted for more than 85% in four juris-
dictions, and in another four they explained more than two-thirds of admissions 
(last column of Table  2). The positive results shown in Fig.  6 for the northeast 
region of the country are a combination of a significant number of admissions by 

Fig. 5   CONICET and the CIC through the lens of science policy tensions (2021-2022).  Source own 
elaboration

7  The importance of territorial inequalities in Argentina becomes even more evident if we keep in mind 
that the four central jurisdictions, which account for more than 80% of public resources in S&T, explain 
around 60% of the country’s population and approximately 70% of its gross domestic product (GDP). At 
the other extreme, the 17 lagging provinces, which only represent about 10% of S&T investment, account 
for 30% of national population and 20% of GDP (Abeles and Villafañe 2022).
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Strengthening (Misiones and Corrientes) and also by provincial projects (Entre Ríos 
and Chaco).

The last column in Fig. 6 simulates and illustrates how the reinstatement of a type 
of geographical criterion in the modalities of free and strategic topics could increase 
the participation of the 17 lagging provinces from the current 10% to almost 20%. 
Based on the available data, we propose ‘a type’ of criterion that is quite aggregated 
and generic, since we take the provinces as the unit of intervention without consid-
ering the discipline of the candidates. In fact, the previous geographical vacancy 
areas combined both dimensions and sometimes distinguished between cities within 
the same province. With these caveats in mind, the proposal is simple:

(1) We roughly consider the 17 provinces with the lowest number of CONICET 
researchers (from Chubut to Santa Cruz in Table 3) as priority areas.

(2) Between 2020 and 2022, there were 156 candidates from these provinces in 
the order of merit (applicants who exceeded the minimum score but did not reach 
the first selected positions).

(3) If the geographical criteria had not been eliminated, it is likely that many of 
(or all) these candidates would have entered the CIC, since the sum of 161 effective 
admissions plus 156 in the order of merit, divided by 1703 total admissions, gives 
19% (less than the minimum of 25% or 30% for vacancy areas).

(4) Therefore, we simulate the admission of these 156 candidates and, as a coun-
terpart, the seven leading provinces give up about 10% of their positions in these 
years (so as to maintain the same total).

Fig. 6   Share of CIC members (2010, 2019, 2022) and admissions in 2020-2022, by selected provinces 
and regions.  Source Own elaboration based on information from CONICET. Notes: Rest of Patagonia 
includes the provinces of Chubut, Neuquén, Santa Cruz and Tierra del Fuego; Rest of Cuyo, San Juan 
and San Luis; Northeast, Chaco, Corrientes, Entre Ríos, Formosa and Misiones; Rest of Nortwest, Cata-
marca, Jujuy, La Rioja, Salta and Santiago del Estero. (Color figure online)
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The last column of Table  3 illustrates, with this simple and thus improvable 
exercise, the myopia of abandoning the geographical criteria. The ‘cost’ of the 
10% in the seven most developed jurisdictions seems very small and more than 
compensated by growth rates of the admissions in the other 17 provinces that 
exceed 75%, 100% or 300%, depending on the case.

On the other hand, the first columns of Table  3 also show the consequences 
of the primacy of academic merit and the elimination of geographical criteria. 
Eleven of the 17 relatively lagging provinces have a higher percentage of candi-
dates in the order of merit than among the researchers selected to enter the CIC. 
Moreover, in seven of these provinces, the absolute number of candidates in the 
order of merit exceeds the number of those who are admitted.

Table 2   Admissions in 2020-2022 by modality and province.  Source Own elaboration based on infor-
mation from CONICET

Free 
Topic

Strat. 
Topic

Stren-
ghten

Spec. 
(2021-
2022)

Total Total
(%)

Free+
Strat
/Total
(%)

Streng
+Spec
/Total
(%)

Province of BA 407 134 145 31 717 30.5 75.5 24.5
City of BA 361 74 32 29 496 21.1 87.7 12.3
Córdoba 143 45 42 8 238 10.1 79.0 21.0
Santa Fe 122 47 17 5 191 8.1 88.5 11.5
Río Negro 61 16 15 6 98 4.2 78.6 21.4
Mendoza 65 12 3 9 89 3.8 86.5 13.5
Tucumán 39 16 5 0 60 2.5 91.7 8.3
Chubut 21 7 12 14 54 2.3 51.9 48.1
Entre Ríos 2 4 21 13 40 1.7 15.0 85.0
San Juan 16 12 15 8 51 2.2 54.9 45.1
Salta 12 10 16 4 42 1.8 52.4 47.6
Misiones 7 6 25 4 42 1.8 31.0 69.0
Chaco 2 0 12 16 30 1.3 6.7 93.3
Corrientes 8 0 24 3 35 1.5 22.9 77.1
Jujuy 3 5 15 3 26 1.1 30.8 69.2
San Luis 15 3 8 0 26 1.1 69.2 30.8
Catamarca 0 0 13 9 22 0.9 0 100
Neuquén 10 3 7 0 20 0.8 65.0 35.0
T. del Fuego 7 0 10 4 21 0.9 33.3 66.7
Sgo. del Estero 1 0 14 3 18 0.8 5.6 94.4
La Pampa 6 0 9 1 16 0.7 37.5 62.5
La Rioja 1 0 11 0 12 0.5 8.3 91.7
Formosa 0 0 7 0 7 0.3 0 100
Santa Cruz 0 0 3 0 3 0.1 0 100
Total Country 1309 394 481 170 2354 100 72.3 27.7

The color scale ranges from the highest values (in dark green) to the lowest (in dark red), going through 
intermediate values (in yellow)
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After the government change at the end of 2019, the CONICET (2020-02-18: 
10) noted that “it was not possible to apply a criterion of distribution by geo-
graphical vacancy [in the admissions in 2020], since that criterion was not estab-
lished in the terms and conditions of the call”. However, the truth is that the 
Board did not decide to reincorporate this criterion in the following calls. The 
consequences are plain to see.

The tensions and contradictions on this topic within the CONICET have been 
evident. A recent report by the CONICET (2022a: 65) acknowledges the “difficul-
ties that human resources from urban areas with lower S&T concentration have to 
compete in general calls [of free topics], where they have fewer chances of access”. 
Laborde and Del Bono (2020: 3) reveal that “it has been said in this Board [of 

Table 3   Admissions and candidates in the order of merit in the modalities of free and strategic topics 
(2020-2022), by province.  Source Own elaboration based on information from CONICET

Admi-
ssions

Order of 
merit

Admi-
ssions

(%)

Order of 
merit (%)

Ratio
%Adm 
/%Merit

Simulated 
admissions 
(geographic 

criteria)

% change 
(simulated 

vs real)

Province of BA 541 420 31.8 31.7 1.00 486 -10
City of BA 435 356 25.5 26.9 0.95 391 -10
Córdoba 188 148 11.0 11.2 0.99 169 -10
Santa Fe 169 100 9.9 7.6 1.31 152 -10
Mendoza 77 65 4.5 4.9 0.92 69 -10
Río  Negro 77 23 4.5 1.7 2.60 69 -10
Tucumán 55 56 3.2 4.2 0.76 50 -9
Chubut 28 34 1.6 2.6 0.64 62 121
San Juan 28 14 1.6 1.1 1.55 42 50
Salta 22 18 1.3 1.4 0.95 40 82
San Luis 18 16 1.1 1.2 0.87 34 89
Misiones 13 16 0.8 1.2 0.63 29 123
Neuquén 13 12 0.8 0.9 0.84 25 92
Corrientes 8 6 0.5 0.5 1.04 14 75
Jujuy 8 6 0.5 0.5 1.04 14 75
T. del Fuego 7 11 0.4 0.8 0.49 18 157
Entre Ríos 6 7 0.4 0.5 0.67 13 117
La Pampa 6 1 0.4 0.1 4.66 7 17
Chaco 2 7 0.1 0.5 0.22 9 350
Sgo. del Estero 1 4 0.1 0.3 0.19 5 400
La Rioja 1 0 0.1 0 - 1 0
Catamarca 0 2 0 0.2 0 2 ꝏ
Formosa 0 2 0 0.2 0 2 ꝏ
Santa Cruz 0 0 0 0 - 0 -
Total Country 1703 1324 100 100 1 1703 0

The color scale ranges from the highest values (in dark green) to the lowest (in dark red), going through 
intermediate values (in yellow)
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CONICET] that it does not make sense to send a single researcher to areas where 
there is practically nothing”. The idea of the desert or moor over which isolated 
CONICET researchers are dispersed or spread –if we take the term used by Albor-
noz (2019)– has the bias of those who look at the complex and diverse reality of the 
country from the large metropolitan areas. By their very definition, the S&T systems 
in peripheral or lagging provinces are underdeveloped and crossed by multiple prob-
lems (Niembro and Starobinsky 2021), but they are far from being a tabula rasa. In 
particular, although CONICET researchers are not usually abundant in these periph-
eral systems, as a counterpart, there is a greater weight of university researchers 
(Niembro and Starobinsky 2021; Abeles and Villafañe 2022). Those who enter the 
CIC in lagging or peripheral areas generally have their place of work in university 
institutes, which is seen in the Strengthening program (Niembro et al. 2021). In this 
sense, the idea of the moor seems to be an excuse so that nothing changes and the 
resources keep concentrating in central regions.

Discussion and Final Remarks

Integrating different but related approaches and concepts, this article proposed an 
‘analytical framework of tensions’ to study and understand the evolution of scien-
tific policies, instruments or organizations. Although we apply this perspective to 
analyze a particular research council (the CONICET in Argentina) and one of the 
main instruments of human resources policy (both for the CONICET and the Argen-
tine S&T system as a whole, such as the CIC), we hope that this framework can be 
adapted and used in future studies.

Using this framework, the complex and fluctuating trajectories of the CONICET 
and the CIC –which reflect the changes in cultures, rationales and objectives of sci-
ence policy in Argentina– were schematically summarized and illustrated along 
three different figures. This holistic perspective shows some contexts of tensions in 
which opposing positions and contradictory decisions coexist in the same period, 
such as the marches and countermarches of the last five years. Instead, other ten-
sions are expressed in fluctuations or pendulum swings over time: the high-growth 
and laissez-faire era of 2003-2010 versus the thematic and geographical priorities 
of 2011-2017 (albeit with strong resistance from the academic culture), and then the 
recovery of the free topics call and the abandonment of geographical criteria.

As highlighted, these marches and countermarches reflect multiple concepts and 
objectives in tension: between free and strategic topics, between merit based on 
excellence and the consideration of inequalities of origin with geographical criteria, 
between ‘disciplinary equity’ but territorially concentrated and the search for territo-
rial equity (also considering disciplinary vacancies and interdisciplinarity). In this 
context, some steps towards the territorial deconcentration of the CIC faced several 
resistances and were gradually abandoned, such as the geographical criteria or the 
higher relative weights of the oriented or targeted calls.

From the beginning, the CONICET was built under a strong academic culture, 
taking autonomy and excellence as cornerstones. These ideals became part its DNA 
and were historically reflected in one of its main instruments, if not the main one: 
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the CIC with its general call of free topics, governed merely by academic merit. As 
for research groups and regions, this situation led to circular processes of concentra-
tion of resources and funding.

In the last decade (although with some previous small antecedents), the initia-
tives that prioritized territorial equity and deconcentration, the relevance of certain 
strategic topics (according to STI plans) or the development of universities and other 
S&T organizations have resulted in a set of additional calls or layers. These new 
layers have had a fluctuating weight and importance, depending on the moment, but 
in fact they have always been below the general call of free topics. This is in part a 
reflection of a conceptual approach that is much less consolidated, uniform or stable, 
and thus less powerful in countering the interests of the prevailing academic culture 
(recalling the original tensions between the Houssay and García groups).

The CONICET and, in particular, the CIC are clear examples of an organiza-
tion and an instrument with “conflicting rationales, conflicting goals and conflict-
ing approaches to implementation” (Flanagan et al. 2011: 710). In its current con-
figuration, the CIC represents an incoherent set of layers, rationales, objectives and 
impacts, which counteract each other and tend more to perpetuate than to diminish 
territorial inequalities or, more precisely, to reduce them at an extremely slow and 
insufficient speed given the magnitude of these gaps.

As noted by Lepori et al. (2023: 7), “to prevent uneven funding allocations across 
institutions and regions, the stratification in research systems would need to be taken 
into account when designing research funding policies”, something that connects 
with the idea of Rubiera Morollón and Fernández García (2023: 26) of introduc-
ing “corrective spatial factors in the calls for applications so that research centres 
located in less developed regions would have advantages”. Some Argentine authors 
also pointed out that “a priority on disadvantaged areas is imperative in the competi-
tion for tenure at CONICET” (Beigel et al. 2018: 328).

These mentions could be translated into the restoration of the geographical crite-
ria, a renewed increase in vacancies for the calls that foster territorial deconcentra-
tion (such as Strengthening or provincial projects) and a focus on strategic topics 
for each territory. However, this article shows that there is a significant degree of 
resistance of the academic culture, free topics and meritocracy, and that, by pur-
suing these interests, the territorial concentration of the CIC is usually reinforced. 
As shown by Chiarini et al. (2014: 625) in the case of Brazil, but which we could 
equally apply in Argentina, “even with federal policies aimed at the expansion and 
decentralization of the production of new scientific knowledge, this production is 
still strongly anchored in the scientific quartet”.8 Therefore, as Cruz-Castro et  al. 
(2023: 294) note, “a main policy implication is that a variety of funding agencies 
may be better equipped to address some of the pending challenges”. In other words, 
the diversification of instruments and institutional settings can be a strategy for sep-
arating some contradictory rationales and objectives of science policy (Lepori et al. 
2023; Reale et al. 2023).

8  The ‘scientific quartet’ brings together Sao Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, Minas Gerais and Rio Grande do Sul 
in Brasil, which is analogous to the City and Province of Buenos Aires, Córdoba and Santa Fe in Argen-
tina.
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Given the poor results obtained, a projection that does not seem very promising 
either and the frequent resistances within the CONICET, it is worth asking whether 
public universities, with their strong territorial presence throughout the country, 
could not be an alternative to lead the spatial deconcentration of S&T personnel, 
increasing full-time professors-researchers in strategic topics for their areas of influ-
ence (Niembro et al. 2021). In any case, this is not a simplistic solution, but faces 
different challenges (Míguez 2018), such as strengthening university research with 
a periodic and more rigorous evaluation system. Once the CONICET has been 
relieved of pursuing ‘oriented’ objectives (and calls) that collide with autonomy 
and academic culture, it could continue managing some vacancies for the general 
call with the goal of excellence and free thematic choice. Another possibility to be 
explored, but one that may imply important tensions and institutional transforma-
tions, is the generation of a transition process that gradually returns the CIC to its 
origins (before the 1973 statute), that of being a grant scheme supporting university 
research and teaching.

Unfortunately, the far-right national government that assumed at the end of 2023 
seems to be far from worrying about the progress of the CONICET and the Argen-
tine scientific and university system, and much less about (territorial) inequalities 
of origin. Nowadays, it has started a series of unprecedented cutbacks in the S&T 
system in general and in the CONICET in particular, which leads us to think that, 
in the coming years, the territorial concentration will worsen strongly. In any case, 
hoping that this dark period of scientific dismantling may last as little time as pos-
sible, it would be interesting that a new recovery period does not repeat the ‘same 
mistakes’ of the past and that some of the recommendations mentioned above may 
be considered.

In the future, it would be interesting to deepen on the performance of CONI-
CET researchers admitted in lagging provinces and institutions from the different 
modalities (geographical criteria, strengthening and special projects), as well as to 
explore (with testimonial sources) the internal tensions in and between the Board 
of Directors, the different evaluation commissions and the management areas of the 
CONICET.
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