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LETTERS

We have been told that the Universities Superan-
nuation Scheme’s deficit has grown so large in 
the past year as to threaten its survival (“Defi-
cit puts pension scheme in jeopardy”, News,  
13 September). Its funding level plummeted to  
77 per cent in the year to March 2012, but we 
have been given no satisfactory explanation 
why. There are grounds for believing that the 
figures do not reflect fair value accounting.

The deficit is the difference between assets 
(USS investments) and liabilities (future and 
present pensions). The former have increased 
by £1.5 billion, so the explanation is not poor 
investment performance. The problem is that 
liabilities have ballooned by £8.4 billion in just 
one year. This is all the more astonishing since 
the rule changes that were introduced last 
October ought to have reduced liabilities, not 
increased them: the introduction of the career 
average section, increasing the pension age to 
65, flexible retirement, and so on.

The reason for the increase is that the figure 
is artificial and misleading due to the way it is 
calculated under legislative rules, introduced in 
the Pensions Act 2004, that now apply to all 
private sector defined-benefit pension schemes 
(including USS). It is worked out as a present 
value capital sum using a discount rate based 
on gilt rates that are currently very low, hence 
the large figure. The actual liabilities are the 
same as they were before.

It is worth reminding ourselves how a 
private pension scheme works: a group of 
employers and workers pay contributions  
into a collective fund, from which pensions  
are paid to retirees under defined rules and 
surplus funds invested to earn dividends  
and interest for the future. It should be  
judged simply on whether its income exceeds 
expenditure on a sustainable basis, taking 
account of foreseeable changes. 

From this point of view the USS is not in 
bad shape. The latest published accounts show 
that annual investment returns (including divi-
dends from investments in highly profitable 
companies such as Vodafone, plus government 
bonds) were about £2.4 billion, easily footing 
the current bill. On top of that, rising contri-
bution income from members and employers 
brought in another £1.5 billion a year.

The same bogus calculation that makes the 
USS seem to be in trouble has led to yawning 
deficits in many company pension schemes.  
In August, the Office for National Statistics 
reported the combined deficit on this basis was 
£280 billion, which has led to calls for emer-
gency extra funding from employers. The 
artificiality of all this has led bodies such as 
the National Association of Pension Funds to 
call on the government to change the rules. 

The emerging fiasco in private pension 
schemes is the result of the overeager appli
cation of neoliberal economic thinking during 
the boom years. What is happening to USS 
and the other final-salary pension schemes is 
the logical culmination of a process based on 
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the philosophy that “there is no such thing as 
society, only individuals and their families”.

We must defend the USS for the success it is 
and campaign for the government to return to 
fair value accounting. 
Dennis Leech
Professor of economics
University of Warwick

●● For the full version of this letter, see  
http://tinyurl.com/92lk3nn

Peer and present dangers 
I agree entirely with Stephen Mumford’s  
timely critique of the peer-review process  
for academic journals and the system’s lack  
of transparency (“Peer pressure”, Opinion, 
13 September).

I have been asked on numerous occasions 
to review articles that are only tangentially 
relevant to my research. Most recently I peer 
reviewed an article that did match my exper-
tise, but the other reviewer openly admitted 
that they did not know much about the topic 
in question and that they had asked their 
daughter about it! (I rejected the article and 
the other reviewer accepted it.) 

It was also revealing when compiling an 

email list to publicise my recently published 
book that a number (albeit small) of the 
editorial board members of journals in my 
field were uncontactable or dead, and one  
had been dismissed and prosecuted for sexual 
harassment. I reflected on what this demon-
strated about the professionalism of publishers 
and journal editorial boards. It is true that 
some boards run transparent elections, but 
many journals seem to be opaque fiefdoms.

What Mumford doesn’t do is suggest how 
the process could be professionalised and 
made more transparent and accountable.

First, the research excellence framework 
takes no account (and indeed militates against) 
the free labour needed to peer review and edit 
journals, and this should change. 

Second, peer reviewers spend time and  
lend expertise when reviewing, and therefore 
should be paid for it. I believe that even 
nominal fees would encourage peer reviewers  
to spend more time on the work and complete 
it in a more timely manner (I am currently 
waiting for feedback on an article submitted  
to a journal more than five months ago – the 
publication had promised me there would be  
a two-month turnaround). 

Third, there should be a clear link between 
peer review and the make-up of editorial 
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PILED HIGHER AND DEEPER	 by Jorge Cham boards: if academics peer review for a journal, 
they should be entitled to membership. 

The final point is the most contentious, but 
if peer reviewers were named, it might make 
journal editors invest more time in choosing 
appropriate ones who would write only 
comments that they feel happy to be identified 
with, thus preventing the worst kind of uncon-
sidered review. Open peer review is now 
accepted in mathematics, astrophysics and 
medicine, so perhaps it is time for the arts, 
humanities and social sciences to consider it.

I believe that journals must change and I 
hope there can be more dialogue and debate 
about this vital question.
Daniel Conway
Lecturer in politics
Loughborough University

“Peer pressure” struck a chord with me.  
While colleagues in the academy increasingly 
find themselves with diverse and complex 
workloads to manage, professionalism and 
respect for peers should constitute a self-
fulfilling prophecy in terms of devoting the 
necessary time and effort when agreeing to 
undertake peer review. 

A major issue with the process is the nega-
tivity of some referees towards research with 
null results or marginal improvements as 
outcomes, despite the employment of method-
ologically sound science. As any good tutor of 
research methods knows, negative results are 
just as valuable to the investigative process as 
positive ones. This was perhaps best summed 
up by a colleague who told me: “If we’re 
doing experiments and getting it right every 
time, then we’re either implausibly lucky or 
we’re doing something wrong.” 

Such transparency is crucial in ensuring  
that research time is not wasted reinventing 
the wheel, but instead deepens and expands 
understanding of our subject. Without such 
articles being published in mainstream sources, 
how else will the research community accu-
rately know what others are doing in the field 
and where the boundaries of knowledge lie?

To realise these enhancements, journal 
publishers and editors need to make their 
expectations of referees clear and provide 
appropriate mechanisms and support for  
those that may need guidance.
Stuart Cunningham
Glyndwr University

Editors and publishers do take steps to drop 
reviewers who are abusive, inaccurate or 
cursory in their work. However, we are often 
faced with the fact that almost any review is 
better than nothing. Provided a paper passes 
initial scrutiny, then an inability to find review-
ers is rarely used as a reason for rejection.

Many of the standards that Mumford 
proposes are already in use, for example, by 
publisher BioMed Central. I know when review-
ing for it that my behaviour is modified by the 
fact that my comments are not anonymous.

Perhaps it is time for a peer-review system 
with greater – or total – transparency. 
However, this may result in a much shallower 
pool of reviewers, as the extent to which 

appraisers would be willing to dispense with 
anonymity remains untested.
Roger Watson
Editor-in-chief
Journal of Advanced Nursing

Ends and meanings
The trouble with Martin Willis’ admirable 
feature (“Curiosity knows no bounds”, 
13 September) is that there is a flaw at the 
heart of his argument. Yes, the sciences and 
humanities share a motivation – curiosity – 
and methods – observation, imagination – but 
they are directed towards incompatible ends. 

The big picture for science is that it is trying 
to move towards a so-called “theory of every-
thing”. The premiss is that science uncovers 
the causes of things, as Isaac Newton found 
the cause of the rainbow. Scientists then 
deduce that everything has a cause and  
their ideal is, of course, to find it. 

But this has heavy implications. If every-
thing has a cause, we have a cause and all  
our actions have causes. This contradicts the 
message of the humanities, which begin with 
the premiss that we are human beings and  
the most important thing to understand is our 
humanity, especially our free will, creativity, etc. 

If everything is predetermined by causes,  
we don’t have genuine free will or creativity, 
only the illusion of these things. And if these 
things are illusions, the humanities are an 
illusion. 

It is the takeover of education by business 
management that has favoured science above 
the humanities (obviously enough, because 
science is the goose that lays the golden eggs). 
By any other human yardstick, the humanities 
come first. Today, new developments in 
philosophy are pointing towards a Kantian-
type view of the Universe where the laws  
of science are explained as necessary 
preconditions for our humanity.
Chris Ormell
Editor
Prospero

Martin Willis’ defence of the humanities in  
the face of the current political bias towards 
the sciences was eloquent, impassioned and 
timely. I was puzzled, though, by his stated 
regret that the phrase “the two cultures”  
had not yet been “left behind”. The two 
cultures of art and science were in place long 
before C. P. Snow’s 1959 Rede Lecture, and 
Willis’ article itself is based on the (correct) 
premise that humanistic and scientific study 
are different in important ways. 

Perhaps it is time to reconsider, even to 
embrace, the model of two distinct cultures 
that can nonetheless speak to each other 
across the divide, and to celebrate the idea that 
the humanities and the sciences, although both 
driven, as Willis rightly says, by “curiosity and 
imagination”, each have a unique contribution 
to make to higher education and to society.
Gregory Tate
Lecturer in English literature
University of Surrey

Bang for our bucks
Roger Brown (“Inequality? You ain’t seen 
nothing yet”, Letters, 30 August) identifies 
Edge Hill University as the worst funded 
higher education institution in the UK.  
There are specific reasons for this, primarily 
related to the fact that we are a major provider 
of low-fee, low-grant, part-time postgraduate 
taught education, with more than 10,000 
teachers following the university’s higher 
degree and professional development 
programmes.

Further, while accepting the basic tenet of 
Brown’s hypothesis, there is no perfect linear 
relationship between income and institutional 
capacity. This is evidenced by Edge Hill 
producing consistent and sizeable surpluses  
for reinvestment, a £200 million capital 
programme and strong positive movement  
in the league tables, plus being shortlisted  
for the Times Higher Education University  
of the Year Award three times since 2007.
John Cater
Vice-chancellor
Edge Hill University

Ill-judged final word 
Helen Sword’s piece on academics writing  
for a wider audience (“Narrative trust”, 
6 September) omitted to mention some of  
the pitfalls. 

For example, the more carefully written  
a piece is, the more likely it is to be brutally 
copy-edited by a staffer ignorant of the 
elementary rules of grammar. 

At least one monthly with a large circu
lation believes in inserting in one’s text chunks 
of misleading and irrelevant data couched  
in stodgy prose copied word for word from 
Wikipedia: the editor proudly informed me 
that as editor he had the final say in the 
phrasing and content of material published 
under my name.
A. D. Harvey
London
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