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Abstract 
Evaluation systems have been long criticised for abusing and misusing bibliometric indicators. 

This has created a culture by which academics are constantly exposing their daily work to the 

standards they are expected to perform. In this study we investigate whether researchers’ own 

values and expectations are in line with the expectations of the evaluation system. We conduct a 

multiple case-study of five departments in two Dutch universities to examine how they balance 

between their own valuation regimes and the evaluation schemes. For this we combine curriculum 

analysis with a series of semi-structured interviews. We propose a model to study diversity of 

academic activities and apply it to the multiple-case study to understand how such diversity is 

shaped by discipline and career stage. We conclude that the observed misalignment is not only 

resulting from an abuse of metrics, but also by a lack of tools to evaluate performance in a 

contextualised and adaptable way. 

Keywords: evaluation culture; research evaluation; scientometrics; research careers; academia 

Introduction 
Bibliometric indicators were incorporated in research evaluation exercises already in the early 

1970s (De Bellis 2014). Based on the notion of citation and productivity as predictors of 

recognition and academic success (Merton 1968; Reskin 1977), their use soon expanded from the 

United States to Europe in the 1980s (Luukkonen 2002), and to the rest of the world. Citation- 

and publication-based indicators were seen as objective and measurable ways to assess academic 

performativity and impact. Merton’s normative framework of recognition served as a means to 

justify the use of citations as proxies for research quality (Merton 1968, 1973), despite his ideas 

being seriously criticized by sociologists and substituted by a constructivist framework (Knorr-

Cetina & Mulkay 1983; Latour & Woolgar 1979; Luukkonen 1997).  

Bibliometric indicators have become a de facto standard in evaluation practices, being extensively 

used in academic hiring and promotion, increasing the role scientific publishing plays in 

determining academic success and career advancement (Alperin et al. 2019; Schimanski & 

Alperin 2018). Many have claimed that their influence has become excessive (Hammarfelt & 

Rushforth 2017; McKiernan et al. 2019; de Rijcke et al. 2016), leading to a situation in which 

“we risk damaging the system with the very tools designed to improve it” (Hicks et al. 2015 p. 

429). 

The goal of this paper is to understand how academics deal with the wide array of tasks they are 

confronted with in an evaluative context which prioritises certain activities over others. For this, 
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we propose a model which covers the full spectrum of activities beyond research, that is, also 

including teaching, academic management or third-mission activities, among others. We 

hypothesize that, explicitly or implicitly, bibliometric indicators influence the decision-making 

process by introducing an availability bias which reduces the role played by less visible activities. 

That is, “people assess the frequency of a class or the probability of an event by the ease with 

which instances or occurrences can be brought to mind” (Tversky & Kahneman 1974 p. 1127). 

This creates a mismatch of priorities between academic values and evaluation criteria. 

Bibliometric indicators have been held responsible for pushing researchers to focus exclusively 

on scientific publishing and leaving aside other tasks which may be as important for academia (de 

Rijcke et al. 2016). 

We use the concept of valuation regimes (Bigger & Robertson 2017; Fochler et al. 2016) to 

understand the mechanisms by which researchers embrace diverse activities while confronting 

such evaluative pressure that pushes them away from this diversity. By employing a multiple-

case study research design, we profile five research departments based on the diversity of 

academic activities in which their members are involved. We combine data from publication 

records, curricula, online presence, and personal interviews to explore how scientists value and 

perceive others’ valuation of such diversity and the mechanisms employed to navigate an 

evaluative context that constrains it. Building on our findings, we propose a new research agenda 

to advance on the development of quantitative methods that can improve current academic 

evaluation systems in promotion and hiring activities. 

This paper is structured as follows. We start by briefly reviewing the most recent literature 

discussing effects of (mis)use of bibliometric indicators in research careers. Criticisms have either 

focused on the abuse of certain indicators (e.g., Journal Impact Factor, H-Index) or on recent 

initiatives to change the current academic evaluation culture. Second, we present a conceptual 

framework in which we build from the notions of diversity and valuation regimes as key concepts 

from which we propose a valuation model to study diversity of academic activities. Third, we 

describe the design of a multiple case study approach. Finally, we present and discuss the results 

of our study and conclude with some remarks on the main contributions of the paper. 

Literature review 

The abuse of metrics in the assessment of academic careers 
In the past few years many studies have been devoted to the effects of the misuse of metrics in 

research assessment in academia (cf., Dalen and Henkens 2012; Fochler et al. 2016; de Rijcke et 

al. 2016; Cañibano et al. 2018). These studies can be organized into three main groups: 1) those 

related to changes in academics’ behaviour and on their preferences, 2) those related to 

disciplinary and geographic inequalities arising from the technical and conceptual limitations of 

the metrics used, and 3) those derived from the overexposure of academics to an increasingly 

competitive environment. 

Studies focused on academics’ behaviour warn of a reduction of tasks as a consequence of an 

overemphasis on publications (cf., de Rijcke et al. 2016). As goals are placed on research output, 

scientists shift their focus from research contents and quality to journal venue and quantity. 

Publishable topics potentially attracting a high number of citations are prioritised (McKiernan et 

al. 2019; Moher et al. 2016), modifying also research agendas to better accommodate to 

evaluation agencies’ expectations (Cañibano et al. 2018). Priority changes do not affect all 

researchers evenly, with men being more prone to adopt profiles which are better rewarded in 

terms of citation impact (Robinson-Garcia et al. 2020; Zhang et al. 2021). 

Academic freedom is mediated by the expectations the community has based on what it considers 

as scientific merit (Polanyi 1962). As evaluation schemes shape such expectations, scientists’ 
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goals may deviate from what is considered relevant, to what pays off best. By using journal 

rankings or rewarding high citation rates, evaluation schemes pressure scientists to adapt their 

strategies to maximize their efforts (Cañibano et al. 2018). For instance, an emphasis on novelty 

is a contributing factor for the lack of replication studies, under-reporting of false positives or 

testing of prior published results (Nosek et al. 2012). As bibliometric indicators are mostly 

focused on scientific impact, they reinforce the sense of isolation of scientists in their ‘ivory 

tower’, alien from societal challenges and demands (Sarewitz 2016a; Sarewitz & Pielke Jr 2007). 

The negative effects of the abuse of metrics in research evaluation varies across fields and regions. 

Local and non-mainstream journals in peripheral countries are relegated, despite the role they 

play in national science systems, bridging between local communities and international scientific 

networks (Chavarro et al. 2017). Policies promoting publications in high impact journals penalise 

locally-oriented (López Piñeiro & Hicks 2015) and interdisciplinary research (Rafols et al. 2012). 

This is due to the well-known biases mainstream bibliometric databases have in regard to 

language (van Leeuwen et al. 2001), disciplinary coverage (Archambault et al. 2006) and 

peripheral or regional knowledge (Rafols et al. 2015). A non-discriminatory use of metrics in 

different contexts undermines the performance of scientists in fields and regions which do not 

adjust to the expectations in which bibliometric indicators are built (Gläser & Laudel 2007; Ràfols 

et al. 2016; Robinson-Garcia & Ràfols 2020). 

Finally, scientists working in highly competitive environments perceive an external pressure to 

publish, which makes them pay excessive attention to “tasks that benefit or glorify the individual 

(publishing internationally, being cited by other scholars)” rather than those “tasks that benefit 

larger groups” (Dalen & Henkens 2012 p. 1291). The notion of performance becomes entangled 

with the indicators used to measure it. A suspicion comes then from anything that deviates from 

the expected performance, not being able to interpret correctly those cases, as “there may be 

favouritism in some competitions and smart hiring in others” (Abramo et al. 2015 p. 772).  

Aligning scientists’ motivations and evaluation criteria 
Scientists’ motivations have been extensively studied in the field of sociology of science. From 

Merton’s normative theory (Merton 1973) or Latour’s credibility cycle (Latour & Woolgar 1979) 

to more recent frameworks on motivations for research commercialisation (Lam 2011) or 

collaborations with non-academic partners (Ramos-Vielba et al. 2016). Recent studies suggest 

increasing attrition in academia, which is especially felt among early career researchers (Fochler 

et al. 2016; Waaijer et al. 2018; van der Weijden et al. 2016; Woolston 2020). The cause of 

attrition is both the misuse of bibliometric indicators and the misalignment between what 

researchers perceive as important and what evaluation schemes prioritise (Bonn & Pinxten 2021). 

More exasperating is the fact that researchers feel that “despite increasing criticism, alternative 

assessments are difficult to find” (Bonn and Pinxten 2020, 4). 

Such misalignment damages the credibility of the whole scientific system (Ioannidis 2005). 

Researchers are confronted with a conflict of interest, as they are pushed to prioritise publication 

over accuracy and transparency (Nosek et al. 2015). A claim shared by many scientists (Baker 

2016), who point at selective reporting and pressure to publish as the two most common factors 

contributing to the lack of reproducibility in science. While these claims are still under scrutiny 

(Fanelli 2018; Fanelli et al. 2019), it seems evident that the incentive structure in the scientific 

system disrupts the way science is conducted (Stürmer et al. 2017) and threatens the quality and 

reliability of the knowledge produced (Bouter et al. 2016; Sarewitz 2016b). 
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New initiatives to reform evaluative schemes 
The Declaration of San Francisco on Research Assessment (DORA)1 seems to have stirred action 

from institutions, funding agencies and researchers. DORA is the result of a meeting held by a 

group of scientific editors, publishers and journals. The declaration was a call for action directed 

to researchers, funders, publishers, institutions and bibliometricians to abandon the use of the 

Journal Impact Factor in promotion, hiring or funding decisions. Although the recommendations 

and warnings included in the document had been raised before, DORA had a cascading effect in 

the scientific system. A year after its publication, a group of Dutch researchers published a 

position paper calling for a reform of the science system (Dijstelbloem et al. 2013). The paper 

was the result of a series of workshops and meetings in which participants reflected on the health 

of the scientific system. In 2015, a group of bibliometricians published the Leiden Manifesto, 

which calls for the promotion of good practices in the use of research metrics (Hicks et al. 2015). 

More recently, the Hong Kong Manifesto was published, calling for deeper changes in the 

evaluative culture of the scientific system (Moher et al. 2020). These initiatives added to an 

already existing stream of literature proposing alternative ways in which individual researchers 

could be assessed (i.e., ACUMEN 2014; Ioannidis and Khoury 2014).  

The results of such actions are still under-going, although some reactions can already be observed. 

For instance, LIS-Bibliometrics, a forum for professionals working with or interested on the use 

of bibliometrics based mainly in the United Kingdom, launched an annual survey in which 

professionals are asked about the implementation of responsible metrics policies at their 

institutions (Gadd 2015). Institutions have also taken notice and many now issue statements 

regarding the way metrics are implemented in hiring and promotion decisions. An example of 

such institutional action is the Responsible Metrics Policy from the University of Loughborough2, 

which sets 10 statements on how metrics must be used. Another example is the Imperial College 

London which issues a statement in which it commits to abide by the recommendations set by 

DORA3. 

More radical is the reform currently being undertaken in The Netherlands, which has recently 

presented its Strategy Evaluation Protocol (SEP) for 2021-20274. The protocol explicitly forbids 

the use of the Journal Impact Factor and discusses the need to assess other aspects of the academic 

activity such as societal relevance or viability. Although SEP refers specifically to research units 

(i.e., institutes, departments), its consequences are expected to be felt at all levels. This has led to 

some controversy as to the role metrics should play in hiring and promotion decisions (Chawla 

2021). Two positions seem to emerge, on the one hand, those advocating for more qualitative 

forms of evaluation by introducing narrative CVs (Hamann & Kaltenbrunner 2022), and on the 

other hand those arguing that metrics should still have room as measures for benchmarking and 

comparison, incl. JIF and h-index.  

Those in favour of qualitative forms of evaluation argue that it would introduce broader 

perspectives on academic performance which encourage greater diversity of profiles and a 

healthier and more sustainable research environment. An example of such are Utrecht and Tilburg 

universities. Both have introduced new models for evaluation inspired by the Room for 

Everyone’s Talent position paper (VSNU & ZonMw 2019) in which domains of academic work 

such as education, teamwork, professional performance or managerial tasks are also assessed. 

Those raising concerns against these new approaches argue that the removal of metrics would 

introduce arbitrariness, would reduce transparency in evaluation exercises, and would discourage 

 
1 https://sfdora.org/read/ 
2 https://www.lboro.ac.uk/research/support/publishing/responsible-use-of-metrics/ 
3 https://www.imperial.ac.uk/research-and-innovation/about-imperial-research/research-evaluation/  
4 https://www.nwo.nl/sites/nwo/files/documents/SEP_2021-2027.pdf  

https://sfdora.org/read/
https://www.lboro.ac.uk/research/support/publishing/responsible-use-of-metrics/
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/research-and-innovation/about-imperial-research/research-evaluation/
https://www.nwo.nl/sites/nwo/files/documents/SEP_2021-2027.pdf
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researchers and reviewers who would have no clear idea of the goals of the assessment and the 

expectations to be met (Chawla, 2021). 

Conceptual framework 
These debates reflect the need to rethink assessment and realign incentives, values and 

expectations of the science system and of all its members in order to redefine the conditions under 

which academics work. While we observe some consensus on the criticisms made, the alternative 

does not seem to convince everyone. We observe that the criticism to metrics goes beyond 

technical limitations but has to do with the fact that these metrics are focused on one single type 

of activity: academic publishing. 

To better understand how diverse academic activities are, and how they are perceived and valued 

by researchers, we explore the concepts of diversity and valuation regimes in science. First, we 

introduce valuation regimes to clarify what we refer to by value, which is different from the 

concept of public value or social value of research (Bozeman & Sarewitz 2011). Second, we 

review how diversity has been addressed when studying science, especially within the fields of 

research evaluation and research policy. Finally, we propose a valuation model to understand how 

diversity of activities is perceived in academia. 

Valuation regimes in academia 
The worth attributed to each of the academic activities undertaken will depend on researchers, 

institutions and funding agencies’ valuation systems. Hence, priority or worth will be given to 

certain activities over others. To do so, the academic system must go through a critical 

examination of its goals and objectives. This must be done at all levels and in a transparent way 

to find some agreement between valuation regimes. These are defined as social rules or modes of 

comparison on what worth is. In the academic context, worth can be defined as the set of 

principles by which researchers abide and conduct their academic work (Fochler et al. 2016). 

Valuation regimes can take the form of assumed principles as well as imperative rules and can 

help explain behaviours and attitudes towards academia. 

When these valuation regimes differ between groups in academia, frustration and controversy 

may result (Chawla 2021; Curry 2018; Curry et al. 2020; van der Weijden et al. 2016). To confront 

differing valuation regimes, researchers may use different strategies, such as diversifying their 

portfolio of activities (Rushforth et al. 2019) or dealing only with those activities and goals which 

minimize the risk of failure (Fochler & Sigl 2018). 

By framing research evaluation of individuals in terms of evaluation regimes, we can approach 

the issue as a matter of priorities between what academics considered worthy and what is indicated 

as valuable in evaluations. In this way it is possible to understand how misalignments are 

produced and contribute to discussions on how to assess individuals’ performance shifting the 

focus from which criteria should be used to which principles should be guiding such criteria. 

Diversity in academic work 
Diversity in science, understood as “an attribute of any system whose elements may be 

apportioned into categories” (Stirling 2007 p. 708), has been studied from many lenses. It has 

been used to define and measure interdisciplinarity (Gómez et al. 1996; Rafols & Meyer 2009; 

Zhou et al. 2012; Zitt 2005), to identify novelty in science (Wagner et al. 2019), or to distinguish 

forms of collaboration in terms of team dynamics (Bone et al. 2019) and team formation (Ding et 

al. 2021; Freeman & Huang 2014; Murray et al. 2019). Here, we approach diversity based on 

Bourdieu’s belief about fundamental differences in the ways in which scholars conduct science 

(Bourdieu 1975). We refer to diversity in science in terms of the breadth of activities and outputs 

academics produce. We do not circumscribe our study solely to scientific tasks devoted to the 
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production of new knowledge (Latour & Woolgar 1979), but refer to academia in its broadest 

sense, as a community of scholars embarked in the role of teaching new generations, making new 

discoveries in science and translating scientific knowledge into public value (Bozeman & 

Sarewitz 2011). 

Academics conduct a breadth of activities either in a distributed manner or in isolation. They 

adopt different roles based on the activities they perform. These roles shape the academic profile 

that will define them during their career trajectory. The roles will also change as they acquire 

experience and seniority. Some of these activities involve coordinating, designing and leading 

research agendas or curricula; producing new tools and software for data collection and 

processing; building new conceptual and theoretical frameworks; or engaging with non-academic 

stakeholders and bridge with societal demands, among others. 

But evaluative processes struggle with the notion of diversity at the individual level (Walsh et al. 

2019). The introduction of New Public Management practices in academia have promoted the use 

of quantitative measures to ensure “objectivity and transparency” in decision-making processes. 

Bibliometric indicators offer such measures which can be applied universally by placing 

responsibility on numbers (Porter 1996). By placing an inexistent relation between the different 

missions of university (Sánchez-Barrioluengo 2014), a representativeness bias (Kahneman & 

Tversky 1972) is introduced by which academics excelling in research performance will excel in 

all facets of the academic work.  

Secondly, contemporary science deals with many additional activities derived from the profound 

transformation modern societies have undergone in the 21st century (e.g., social media and fake 

news, economic crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic). As a result, researchers are expected to respond 

to societal demands (Frodeman & Parker 2009; Holbrook 2012), involve citizens in research 

processes (Irwin 1995; Trencher et al. 2014), and be transparent and open when conducting, 

reporting and disseminating research (Nosek et al. 2015). These new expectations involve a 

reconfiguration on the criteria applied in evaluative processes to accommodate research processes 

as well as impacts (Spaapen & Drooge 2011). The societal shift to the online environment and 

the increase in computational power have also given birth to a plethora of sources through which 

tasks beyond scientific publishing are now visible. They provide a unique opportunity to further 

advance our understanding of how science is socially constructed. 

Diversity of academic activities has been explored mostly in the context of team science and task 

distribution. Seminal works in this regard are the studies conducted by Latour and Woolgar (1976) 

or Richard Whitley (2000) on researchers’ internal organization, introducing the notions of task 

uncertainty and mutual dependence. More recently, quantitative studies empirically looked into 

diversity of activities based on contribution statements included in publications (Larivière et al. 

2016, 2020; Robinson-Garcia et al. 2020). These studies, as well as others (cf. Jackson et al. 2003) 

mention the direct and indirect influence personal attributes may have on the types of activities 

individuals undertake. However, they are still limited to research publishing activities. 

A broader framework is introduced by the Science & Technology Human Capital model 

(Bozeman et al. 2001). Although it does not address activities, it discusses researchers’ cognitive, 

science and technological skills. From an evaluative stand, diversity of activities has also been 

addressed, although most of the work has been limited to proposals which remain to be tested. 

For instance, the ACUMEN project (2014) undertaken by a consortium of European research 

institutions elaborated a CV format designed for assessing individual performance. It combines 

qualitative and quantitative information offering space for introducing narratives. It distinguishes 

between three aspects of an academic career: 1) expertise (methods, areas of theory, etc.), 2) 

outputs (publications, patents, etc.) and 3) impacts (citations, awards, etc.). These three domains 

are expected to cover all types of activities academics may undertake. More recently, Utrecht 
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University presented the TRIPLE model which stands for team spirit, research, impact, 

professional performance, leadership and education. These six components seek to comprise all 

academic activities surrounding research, education and professional performance. 

Developing a valuation model of academic activities 
Let us summarize now what we have learnt. Universities pursue three missions: teaching, 

research, and Third-Mission activities (i.e., knowledge transfer, societal outreach), while more 

recently the clinical work in academic medical centers is considered an additional task. These 

missions should be the expected starting point for any evaluative process in academia. But most 

of the attention goes to academic publishing and citation impact. We argue that this is the result 

of a twofold process: 1) they are easy and cheap to obtain, and 2) it is assumed that those 

outperforming according to these metrics, will also perform well for the rest of their activities. 

This mismatch has been at the core of many initiatives arguing against current use of 

scientometrics in evaluative processes. But they fall short when suggesting alternative options. 

Then, we have reviewed some of the models aiming at studying research careers for evaluative 

purposes. The Science and Technology (S&T) Human Capital model suggests that not only 

individual characteristics affect performance, but also contextual skills, social ties and cultural 

background (Corley et al. 2017). The ACUMEN model differentiates between individuals’ 

capacity to perform (expertise), what they produce (outputs) and how others respond to their 

output (impact). Finally, TRIPLE reconnects with the university missions, considering other 

activities beyond research (e.g., administrative tasks, teaching). 

Here we aim to understand how academics deal with diversity of activities in an evaluative context 

in which scientific publishing is prioritized over the rest of activities. Building from the three 

previous models, we propose a valuation model by which we can categorise activities and profile 

academics building on our conceptual framework. The model differs from the previous models 

as much as it does not consider the success or impact of each of the activities. But it does consider 

contextual factors or individuals’ background as suggested by the S&T Human Capital model. 

The model consists of three components. The central component is what we call evaluative 

dimensions of an academic’s performance. We aim at capturing the set of activities which are 

considered when assessing an academic’ CV. Namely, researchers’ trajectory or background, 

scientific work, social engagement, teaching, and capacity to attract resources. The evaluative 

dimensions are detailed in the next section. The other two components refer to attributes and 

factors which may directly or indirectly affect performance or trigger biases in the assessment 

process. These are the academic’s personal features and the external factors shaping their work 

environment. Figure 1 provides a complete overview of the model. Next, we describe each of the 

components. 
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Figure 1. Overview of the proposed valuation model for studying individuals’ profiles based on their 

diversity of academic activities 

Evaluative dimensions 

We define five dimensions of activity. The purpose of each dimension is to group activities in a 

tractable way that can help later discern what and how academics value their achievements. In the 

following we describe them. 

Scientific engagement. Defined as those activities related with conducting research and engaging 

in scholarly communication. Activities in this group would include scientific publishing, editorial 

activities, or organizing and participating in congress and seminars. This goes beyond what is 

usually considered in evaluation schemes (namely publications and their citation impact), as the 

dimension includes tasks such as reviewing manuscripts or organizing scientific events which are 

normally invisible in evaluation schemes. 

Social engagement. It refers to those activities in which there is a clear intention to interact with 

or to benefit society. This is different from the concept of productive interactions, which is 

broader and is defined as “exchanges between researchers and stakeholders in which knowledge 

is produced and valued that is both scientifically robust and socially relevant” (Spaapen & Drooge 

2011 p. 212). Such distinction allows to distinguish, between e.g., scientific publications as 

scientific engagement from popular science as social engagement. In cases where such distinction 

is not possible, - e.g., publications from the Humanities fields directed at multiple academic and 

non-academic audiences (Nederhof 2006), - these activities are included in both dimensions. 

Other examples of activities of social engagement are social outreach activities, consultancy, 

social dissemination of research outcomes, science communication or knowledge transfer 

activities. 

Trajectory. Understood as those characteristics of an individual’s experience which can be of 

value for their potential career development. Although this dimension does not include activities 

per se, it is an aspect of consideration in evaluation schemes, as “individuals’ careers constitute 

an important resource for evaluation of their claims” (Latour and Woolgar 1986, 172). Non-

academic experience, international experience, mobility or training may constitute important 

elements when assessing an individual’s potential for future performance, especially in earlier 

stages of academic career, when other achievements may be still lacking. It also gives room to 

specific factors which may be affecting individuals’ trajectories, such as institutional reputation 

(Morgan et al. 2018; Nielsen et al. 2021). 

Capacity building. Defined as the process by which individuals acquire and retain resources and 

skills in order to advance in their career. We build from the concept of science and technology 

human capital defined by Bozeman and colleagues (2001). Capacity building refers to 

individuals’ ability to succeed on gaining funding and building infrastructure in order to advance 

on their community career (Laudel & Glaser 2011) and expand their social capital. 

Level of openness. Understood as the integration of open scholarship practices within academics’ 

daily routines, ensuring transparency and reusability of their outputs. Open practices do not refer 

to specific activities but on how these are conducted. Hence, it is a transversal dimension which 

affects academics’ social and scientific engagements. For instance, open peer review or open 

access to publications would reflect open scientific engagement, while public and universal access 

to teaching contents, use of social media or publishing open software and code would reflect and 

open social engagement. On the contrary, commercialisation of products or patenting would 

reflect closed social engagement. 

Each dimension encompasses a variety of activities academics may conduct, value or experience 

differently. As observed in Figure 1, each dimension is related to the rest differently. Social and 
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scientific engagement may overlap when conducting activities which are aligned both with 

academics and non-academics. Trajectory affects how academics engage as well as their levels 

of openness. Capacity building has a circular relation with scientific and social engagement. 

Academics conduct activities by which they accrue credit, this credit allows them to build 

capacity and consequently, undertake more ambitious activities. Here we understand credit as 

defined by Latour and Woolgar (1986), who move away from the notion of symbolic capital 

(Bourdieu 1986) by acknowledging that credit will not always translate into reward. Individuals 

may accumulate credit, - e.g., in the form of citations to their publications or reputation within 

their former PhD students, - which they may use to attract funding, new PhD students and 

postdocs, build new training programmes, etc. In the same vein, there may be activities which, 

despite being of importance, may not facilitate capacity building (e.g., teaching activities). 

Personal features 

This component refers to individual characteristics such as gender, nationality, ethnicity, or age 

among others. These are features which, in principle, would not be considered for an assessment, 

but may bias evaluations or may respond to policies introduced to correct such biases. 

For instance, in the case of gender, there is compelling evidence of barriers against women in 

science worldwide (Larivière et al. 2013). Such barriers do not only affect women’s research 

performance, but all areas of their academic work, being more associated with administrative 

work (Heijstra et al. 2017), technical roles (Macaluso et al. 2016; Robinson-Garcia et al. 2020) or 

suffering a greater cost from their work-life balance when considering temporal mobility stays 

(Cañibano et al. 2016). Gender barriers are especially evident in longitudinal analyses on career 

trajectories, where a higher rate of dropouts is observed for women than for men (Huang et al. 

2020; Lerchenmueller & Sorenson 2018). Life balance and parenting affect scientists, and 

especially women scientists’ decision and opportunity to perform (Azoulay et al. 2016; Derrick 

et al. 2019), with recent evidence suggesting that the gap is widening (Viglione 2020). 

In the case of nationality, social scientists in the United States have devoted a large proportion of 

studies on the analysis of foreign-born scientists’ productivity (Levin & Stephan 1999; Stephan 

& Levin 2001), mobility (Rumbley et al. 2012), or job satisfaction (Lin et al. 2009; Mamiseishvili 

& Rosser 2010) among others. Understanding cultural barriers, integration issues or push-pull 

factors for attracting foreign scientists is key to maintaining an internationalised scientific system. 

Age is another feature which has a clear effect on academic performance. It is normally accounted 

in evaluation schemes when promoting younger generations of scholars or identifying 

productivity peaks (Costas et al. 2010; Levin & Stephan 1991). This ageing effect is especially 

relevant at the institutional level, where policy measures on hiring are crucial on the maintenance 

of a dynamic scientific workforce (Bonaccorsi & Daraio 2003). 

Finally, ethnicity has been found to be a feature related with collaboration; those from the same 

ethnicities will be more likely to work together (Freeman & Huang 2014). Ethnicity has been used 

also as a proxy to identify academics with a common cultural background (Karaulova et al. 2019). 

External factors 

External factors refer to confounders external to academics’ range of action which may lead to 

misinterpretations in evaluative procedures, especially in terms of comparability (Vandenbroucke 

2002). Three levels of external factors can be determined, 1) a (supra)national, 2) an institutional 

and 3) a departmental or unit level. In the upper-right side of Figure 1 the main factors affecting 

academics’ performance are listed for each level. These reflect a hierarchical structure of 

interconnected entities which can jointly shape academics’ decisions about performed activities. 

To illustrate how external factors may affect the types of activities academics undertake we refer 

to the extensive literature discussing intentional or unintentional effects of national policies on 
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publishing practices. These studies aim at establishing causal links between the introduction of 

policies and effects on the performance of an institution or country. An example is that by which 

an increase on the production of Spanish authored papers was attributed to the introduction of the 

sexenios in Spain (Jiménez-Contreras et al. 2003), - a policy by which academics are assessed 

every six years based on their five most important contributions (see Osuna et al. 2010 for a 

refutation of the study). But it has also been criticised for modifying and damaging the type of 

research conducted (Cañibano et al. 2018; López Piñeiro & Hicks 2015; Ràfols et al. 2016). 

Another notable example is that of the Australian evaluation system which was criticised for 

quantitatively incentivising an increase on the number of publications (Butler 2003). A 

controversial case which years later was still under debate (van den Besselaar et al. 2017; 

Waltman 2017). 

Additionally, factors such as the internal distribution of tasks in research teams (Larivière et al. 

2016; Latour & Woolgar 1979), lack of resources or peer pressure may also have confounding 

effects on academics’ performance. 

Research design 
We performed a multiple-case study analysis to investigate the diversity of activities researchers 

conduct. For this purpose, five research units were selected from two Dutch universities and three 

fields of research. The two universities selected reflect very different institutional structures and 

missions, one being a classical university with a strong focus on the classical activities, such as 

the natural sciences, biomedicine and the social sciences, law and humanities, while the other one 

is a university of technology with a greater focus on engineering, technology and innovation. 

Table 1 includes a brief description of the number of individuals by field and university under 

study. 

Heads of each research unit were contacted and informed on the purpose of the study and all of 

them gave consent5. The selection of the five case studies took place in July 2019. For each unit 

we gathered from their website the complete list of their staff, along with their gender, and 

academic and organizational status when available. 

Table 1. Basic information on the case studies selected 

Unit Field No. of 

individuals 

Physics A Astrophysics and Astronomy 177 

Biomedicine A Medical Statistics 16 

Biomedicine B Biomaterials and Biomechanics  27 

Social Sciences A Governance and Public Affairs  29 

Social Sciences B Technology and Policy Management 121 

Total  369 

 

Two types of analysis were conducted. First, we performed a curriculum analysis (Cañibano & 

Bozeman 2009), enriched with data from online academic websites, social media platforms, and 

publication databases. The purpose of such analysis was to identify the diversity of tasks 

researchers performed. We focus on public data as we assume that researchers will make 

information public if they attach worth to it (Wildgaard et al. 2014). Hence, we acknowledge that 

the diversity of activities presented here will likely underrepresent the true breadth of tasks. The 

goal was twofold. First, to identify diversity in a systematic way. Second, to analyse differing 

 
5 A sixth research unit was selected for the field of Physics but was later removed after several attempts 
at contacting them. 
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valuation regimes. We then conducted a series of in-depth interview to 8 staff members of the 

selected research units. Next, we describe in detail the procedure followed. 

Curriculum analysis 
Between December 2019 and March 2020, we gathered public data for all staff members in our 

case studies. This was a total of 369 individuals, including supporting staff. We gathered data 

from two types of sources: scientific publication databases (namely Web of Science and Google 

Scholar Profiles) and online websites and social media platforms. Only data related to their 

academic and professional activity was gathered. 

We retrieved individuals’ publication history from Web of Science by linking it to the 

disambiguated researcher identifier developed at our institution. This identifier results from 

applying an author name disambiguation algorithm based on rule-scoring (Caron & van Eck 

2014). In the case of Google Scholar, profiles were identified manually and publication data was 

extracted using the Publish or Perish software (Harzing 2007). 

We retrieved data from online websites and social media platforms by searching for external links 

in their institutional website. We then searched for each individual’s name in the search engine 

DuckDuckGo to find out if they had a personal website or online CV which could be gathered. 

Table 2 includes the most common sources of information identified from which individual’s 

information was retrieved. 

Out of the 323 staff members for which a source of information was found, we were finally able 

to gather information for 307 individuals (83%). We were not able to retrieve any information for 

32 PhD students, 26 supporting staff (i.e., secretariat, financial administrators, student affairs), 

two postdoctoral researchers, one lecturer and one guest researcher.  

Table 2. Information sources used, and number of researchers identified per source. The total refers to 

individuals for which we gathered information from at least one of the sources. 

Source Type of data gathered No. of individuals 

Web of Science Publication data 235 

LinkedIn Curriculum 160 

Google Scholar Publication data 155 

Institutional Web  Curriculum 136 

Personal web Curriculum and social media accounts 102 

Twitter Social media presence 53 

CV (pdf format) Curriculum 52 

ORCID Curriculum 15 

Wikipedia Curriculum 11 

Facebook Social media presence 11 

Total  323 

 

Information on individuals was gathered in the following way. We scanned each source for 

activities reported by the individual and labelled them according to our valuation model. That is, 

we noted which dimension each activity belongs to. We also coded personal features when 

mentioned such as PhD year, age, marital status, parenthood or nationality. This information was 

later used for the selection of interviewees. Information regarding teaching experience was only 

noted when emphasised in the data sources, and mentoring was only included when advising PhD 

students or postdocs. Also, conference papers or invitations to scientific conferences were tagged 

as publishing activities. Each activity was assigned to one dimension exclusively except for 

scientific engagement and social engagement. Finally, we normalised the different activities into 

a total of 31 activities. These are listed in Table 3 along with the acronyms used to refer to them 

in the results section. 
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Table 3. List of activities identified grouped by dimension. 

Dimension  Acronym Academic activity Example 

CAPACITY 

BUILDING 

FU Funding distribution Member of evaluation panels 

GR Grants / Awards Acquisition of funding 

ME Mentoring Supervision of PhD students 

OT Other Honorary doctorates 

PH PhD committees External examiner 

PM Project management Coordinator of research consortia 

TE Teaching management Committee member in master 

TL Team leader Head of research team 

UN University management Dean 

SCIENTIFIC 

ENGAGEMENT 

AW Awards committees 

Member of awards and prizes 

committee 

CO Conference Organization Conference organizer 

ED Editorial activities Editor, reviewer, associate editor 

FI Fieldwork Observing experience 

OD Open data/code Code sharing, GitHub account 

SC Scientific organizations Member of academic society 

PU Scientific publications Articles, books, chapters 

SO Software Software developer 

SCI. & SOCIAL 

ENGAGEMENT 
OP Open teaching Design of MOOCs, sharing slides 

ST Student organizations Member of student committees 

SOCIAL 

ENGAGEMENT 

AS Academic Service Contract research, consultancy 

AR Artwork Animations, short stories 

MC Media coverage Interviews, mentions in media 

NM Non academic membership Member of local organizations 

OT Other Patenting 

PR Private Sector Board member of company 

PO Public outreach Intervention in parliament, Op-Ed 

PS Public sector Director of museum 

SM Social media Blogging, Twitter, podcasting 

VO Volunteering NGO experience 

TRAJECTORY 
MO Mobility Working abroad, temporary visits 

NE Non academic experience Work experience beyond academia 

 

Interview protocol 
We interviewed a total of 8 staff members from the five research units between July 2020 and 

January 2021. These individuals were selected according to their academic status, gender, 

nationality and range of activities fulfilled. Participants were all informed of the purposes of the 

study and how their data would be treated, and all provided written consent. The aim was to cover 

extreme cases of diversity as well as more standard academic profiles. We also included an 

interview with an individual who had recently left academia6, who at the moment of collecting 

data appeared was listed as a staff member in one of the five research units. 

Interviews were semi-structured (Given 2008), with a set of questions related to the researcher’s 

trajectory, international experience, and self-assessment. Explicit mentions were made to specific 

 
6 Between the time of the CV data collection (December 2019 – March 2020) and the time of the 
interview (July 2020 – January 2021). 



13 
 

activities undertaken by researchers to understand their motivation to conduct them. Also, 

researchers were asked on their mentoring practices, as well as on their values and preferences in 

recruitment. Specifically, researchers were asked to reflect on the aspects they perceived others 

valued the most versus what they valued the most. Furthermore, they were asked to name the top 

three things they would look at in a CV when recruiting a PhD student, a postdoctoral researcher 

and a tenure tracker. After the formal interview finalised, an open discussion based on the answers 

provided would follow deepening in some of the aspects raised during the interview. 

Interviews were conducted online and lasted between 45 and 60 minutes with at least two 

interviewers present in each of them. They were recorded and fully transcribed. Transcriptions 

were later analysed and coded.  We conducted a qualitative content analysis (Gläser & Laudel 

2013) to provide rich narratives on the motivations and values of researchers when conducting 

academic work, and recruiting and mentoring others. Within the paper we provide quotes to 

illustrate the results. Individual quotes are confidential in nature, therefore some of these quotes 

have been masked to ensure the anonymity and privacy of participants. 

Results and discussion 
Following we present our findings from both the curriculum analysis and the conducted 

interviews. These are grouped into 5 sub-sections dealing with different themes (scientific 

engagement, social engagement, scientific & social engagement, capacity building, and 

trajectory) which emerged from the interviews and the following discussions. Instead of 

indicating number of activities, we inform on the number of individuals reporting at least one 

activity. We do this in order to emphasize the variety of activities undertaken rather than the 

frequency with which these are conducted. 

Diversity between and within research units 
Figure 2 reports the number of individuals for which at least one activity in each of the evaluative 

dimensions of our model was identified overall and for each of the five research units under 

analysis. As observed, scientific engagement seems to be the most valued dimension, followed 

by academics’ trajectory. Activities which reflect both social and scientific engagement are rare, 

while social engagement and capacity building activities are somewhat in between. 

However, there are some notable differences between research units. For instance, while activities 

on scientific engagement were the most common (71% of academics), only 41.3% of the 

individuals in Social Sciences A reported at least one activity in this area. Similarly, roughly half 

of the academics included information on their trajectory, but these ranged from 69% of 

academics in Social Sciences B to 37% in Physics A. 

When deepening into the activities undertaken in each dimension, we observe that scientific 

publishing is at the core of their scientific engagement activities (Figure 3). While this may 

surface an alignment on valuation regimes, the fact is that there are many reasons why researchers 

would highlight their publications. For instance, a researcher in the biomedical field talked about 

how they felt about the open software they produced. They responded indicating that their 

ambition was “scientific achievement. And I think those are documented in publications, so that 

would be also my personal ambition, and the software would be a means to an end. But in the 

research I do, software is indispensable”. An alternative view was offered by a researcher from 

Physics A, who referred to publications as “part of the job” and pointed towards other types of 

activities such as teaching or social outreach. 
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Figure 2. Number of individuals reporting at least one activity in each of the evaluative dimensions overall 

and by research unit. 

 

Figure 3. Number of individuals reporting activities per dimension for the five research units under 

analysis. List of abbreviations: AR, Artwork; AS, Academic Service; AW, Awards committees; CO, 

Conference organization; ED, Editorial activities; FI, Fieldwork; FU, Funding distribution; GR, Grants / 

Awards; MC, Media coverage; ME, Mentoring; MO, Mobility; NE, Non-academic experience; NM, Non-

academic membership; OD, Open data/code; OP, Open teaching; OT, Other; PH, PhD committees; PM, 

Project management; PO, Public outreach; PR, Private Sector; PS, Public sector; PU, Scientific 

publications; SC, Scientific organizations; SM, Social media; SO, Software; ST, Student organizations; TE, 

Teaching management; TL, Team leader; UN, University management; VO, Volunteering 

Mobility is included among the top three most common activities reported in all research units. 

This was addressed specifically during the interviews. Respondents assessed their mobility 

experience as something positive and necessary, especially in postdoctoral phases. An academic 

from Biomedicine A described it as “an eye opener” which allowed them to learn “the demands 
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of an academic career”. Another respondent indicated that “if you want to be really good in 

science you have to move around” (Physics A). This was echoed by a colleague from the same 

research unit who indicated that “this is too blatantly clear, but you need to tell people that being 

in science is part of the international endeavour because that is expected.”  

The rest of activities varies greatly between research units. Academics from Physics A reported 

a total of 29 different activities, while Social Sciences B, of a similar size, reported 26. In the case 

of the other 3 research units, these ranged from 16 to 18 different activities. Diversity of activities 

was mentioned often during our interviews. Interviewees acknowledged the diversity of profiles 

based on activities that coexist in academia. An interviewee highlighted that academia “has three 

legs, one is to do research itself, the other one is to do teaching, and the other one is definitively 

to do some outreach”. 

In this respect, teaching activities fall under the scientific and social engagement dimensions, but 

they are rarely reported. A probable explanation for this was provided by an interviewee: 

We all say at all levels that teaching is important. But at the end of the day, officially we 

have something like a teaching career, but in practice we don’t. 

An assistant professor reflected on how teaching is normally assessed negatively, “it’s like you 

have to teach these classes and if there is no problem then that’s it. It doesn’t matter if you do it 

in an excellent way or if you just do it like barely there.” (Physics A). 

This is not the case for mentoring (included in capacity building). Still, both were mentioned often 

by our interviewees as one of the activities they were most proud of. A professor from 

Biomedicine B reflected on this in the following terms: 

Looking back at my career now, probably this changes over the years as you grow older… 

Probably, if you asked me the question 25 years ago, I would probably be [proud] mostly 

about research achievements and publications. But now I think the training of future 

generations every year, I consider that far more important. (Biomedicine B) 

This is an aspect most of the interviewees agreed upon, regardless of their career stage. A 

professor from Social Sciences B indicated that what made them the proudest were “my PhD 

students who were able to pass their PhDs in a very successful way”.  

In the case of social outreach, we observed mixed opinions within our interviewees. Some 

considered it as something for which “collectively you want to make significant outreach” 

(Physics A). In other cases, they find that their research can align well with societal demands, and 

it helps them shape their agenda: 

The reason I am happy to do it is because it gives you insight into the research needed, 

societal relevance research and where we are heading at. That makes it also easier for you 

to come up with research proposals. (Social Sciences B) 

While others consider it part of their duty as academics, regardless of how other value their efforts: 

“I am mostly doing outreach because I find it very relevant, but not everyone finds it very 

relevant” (Physics A). 

Priorities change depending on the career stage 
The types of activities academics employ seem to be aligned with their career stage, and hence, 

each research unit’s profile is largely influenced by how its workforce is composed in terms of 

size and academic status. Eleven different figures were identified within each research unit, the 

most common being professor, associate professor, assistant professor, researcher, postdoctoral 

researcher and PhD student. Figure 4 offers a breakdown of individuals reporting at least one 
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activity per dimension according to their academic status (showing the number of individuals 

behind each activity). Activities related to scientific engagement are again the most common, but 

there are some notable differences between profiles. While most professors (above 80%) report 

information related to their trajectory or capacity building activities, these shares drop as we look 

at more junior positions, except for PhD students who report in similar shares scientific 

engagement activities and information on their trajectory. 

 

Figure 4. Number of individuals reporting activities per dimension for the different academic statuses. 

There are also differences on the number of individuals reporting social engagement activities. 

Between 60 and 70% of assistant, associate and full professors report some activity in this 

dimension. This share drops to 40% for postdoctoral researchers and less than 30% for PhD 

students. 

Figure 5 breaks down the different activities by dimension according to academics’ status or 

career stage. Again, publications are the most reported activities, followed by mobility and grant 

acquisition. The third activity identified for associate professors is presence in social media. When 

asked, an interviewee who was very active on Twitter, they confirmed that they used it “100% 

professional”. Queried by what type of things they would tweet about, they replied “mostly papers 

that I have or other papers that I found interesting or something happening at the institute, things 

like that”. 
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Figure 5. Overall distribution of individuals by activity, dimension and academic status. Colour grading 

by academic status and dimension. The darker the colour grading the higher the number of individuals 

conduct a given activity within the same academic status. 

Although not many of the individuals analysed had an account on general social media platforms 

(e.g., Twitter), having an academic website presence or a profile in sites like LinkedIn, 

ResearchGate or Google Scholar was quite common within all cohorts of academics. But they 

were valued differently. A professor from Physics A who had a personal website, thought that 

“especially for young researchers it is important”, but that in their case, they already had a 

reputation and hence, “for me to push what I am doing in a website is slightly less important”. 

This was shared by a younger academic who had a website by stating that they first built it for 

“finding jobs”, although in other cases they reported that it was more for the sake of 

experimenting. A researcher from Social Sciences B indicated that “sometimes people got in 

touch with me from LinkedIn”, finding it “quite nice to see people [using] these medium for 

interaction”. 

The type of activities undertaken or reported have also much to do with how academics believe 

they will be valued by others, especially when still in the market. Hence, we observe how 



18 
 

postdoctoral researchers will emphasize their publications and international experience, while 

PhD students will include volunteering or non-academic experience. 

But the evaluative focus on publications in many cases, and especially with non-traditional 

profiles, can become a burden. The few lecturers included in our analysis would still emphasize 

their publication record, despite “the main aspect we are looking for is teaching”. A lecturer in 

charge of the design and management of several education programmes highlighted how the fact 

that they were not active in research and had not undertaken a PhD was preventing them from 

advancing in their career in educational management. 

 

Figure 6. Interviewees’ perception on activities valued by others versus their own self-assessment. Each 

activity has been linked to its evaluative dimension. 

Confronted valuation regimes between and within academics 
7 of the 8 academics interviewed clearly viewed a conflict between their valuation principles and 

how they perceived they were being assessed. And even the one who did not acknowledge it 

openly, would still point at the difficulty of maintaining a balance when evaluating the overall 

performance of an academic: 

The institute is evaluated, my performance, my job is evaluated, there is the education 

evaluation, there is the evaluation of teaching, we look at the evaluation of outreach… It 

is not separate, but all of those five or six different things have different balance and 

different ways of evaluating. (Physics A) 

To further dig into these conflicting valuation regimes, 7 of the respondents were asked to indicate 

which are the characteristics of their profile they believed others valued and which were the ones 

they valued themselves. Figure 6 summarises their responses and links each of those aspects 
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(when possible) with an evaluative dimension. While the activities highlighted partly reflected 

their own profiles, we observe some common patterns, such as the omnipresence of publications 

for the former, and their lower presence in the latter case. Interviewees consider mainly scientific 

engagement and capacity building activities as the most valued by their colleagues (except for 

one interviewee who also highlighted career trajectory). But when asked about their own 

valuations, they give room to overlapping activities of social and scientific engagement.  

To explain these differences, several interviewees would refer to academia as “playing the 

scientific game”, where “you have to apply certain rules” (Social Sciences B). Hence, differences 

between self-assessment and valuation regimes would be explained in terms of external principles 

to which one has to adhere. This belief makes change difficult, as “you have to play the game in 

order to be able to change it” (Biomedicine B). 

That goes for the young scientists as well, they have to play the game in the sense that 

they have to acquire a high h-index, have to do good publications, etc., apply for a VENI7, 

go through all the loops even if they think that it is not a good system. The only way to 

change it is when you are already in the system. But then the incentive to change is very 

low. (Biomedicine B) 

Such situation affects mostly those playing non-traditional roles or in educational managerial 

positions, as they are perceived as outsiders. In this sense, a lecturer indicated that “the reward 

system in academia is not for generalists, is for specialists on some field”, reflecting on their own 

difficulties to advance their career in academia. 

But these difficulties are also present for those academics who are good in the so-called game. 

Indeed, a highly prolific professor discussed how the excessive focus on citation impact could 

negatively affect certain types of research. They gave the following example: 

I am really proud of this special issue with papers on observational studies in Iran, in 

Yemen, in Indonesia, Brazil, Kenya… But people don’t cite those papers unless they are 

doing something on culture specifically on that country, because as soon as it says Peru 

in the title when you are doing a simple search on [Research field] it’s going to get 

discarded by western researchers, because they don’t think it applies to them. (Social 

Sciences A) 

Two respondents indicated that this excessive focus on publications as a proxy for academic 

performance had further consequences on future generations of scholars. A professor in social 

sciences saw the academic system as becoming “a bit of a factory”, where “an actual deep 

intellectual development doesn’t always happen”. This affected directly mentoring and teaching 

activities as they saw that new PhDs were individuals who could “competently carry out this type 

of research and write papers in this”, but who did not adhere to “what a PhD I think, originally 

was intended to be”, in terms of delivering intellectuals. 

A professor in biomedicine even went further and suggested a radical change in the reward 

system: 

Probably, especially in academia, all the generations of the staff, that’s also quite a high 

percentage of full professors, they should be… especially they 8  should be valued 

differently. And I would think that, maybe at some point in time we shouldn’t give high 

and large grants programme finance for let’s say professors over the age of 55. Let them 

 
7 Grant for talented young researchers awarded by the Dutch Research Council (NWO). The overall 
success rate between 2010 and 2012 was of 16.5% (Lee & Ellemers 2015) 
8 Referring to full professors 
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go and do what they should be doing at that time in their career, and that is coaching. 

Whether it is coaching in science or coaching in education I don’t care. But let’s save all 

the grant money for the young and eager, to give them a head start, to make sure that they 

can use all their energy in an effective and positive way. (Biomedicine B) 

 

Figure 7. Top three characteristics one would look in a CV if they were to recruit a PhD student, 

postdoctoral researcher and tenure tracker. Each activity is linked to its evaluative dimension when possible. 

In the evaluators’ shoes 
During the interviews, respondents were asked to adopt an evaluator’s stand and discuss the types 

of activities they would value if they were to recruit new scholars. Specifically, they were asked 

to indicate which were the three top characteristics they would look for in a CV when recruiting 

a PhD student, a postdoctoral researcher and a tenure tracker. One of their common reactions was 

to indicate the difficulty of the task, especially with the PhD student. The second reaction was to 

mention the things they would look for in an interview. Figure 7 includes a list for 7 of the 

respondents9. 

It was common for interviewees to emphasize the need of a successful candidate to have “some 

kind of collaborative spirit”, showing their capability to “fit in” within the team, department and 

institution. For PhD students, as well as having the right background and “reasonable grades” 

they emphasized the inclusion of “different” activities which reflected “not a boring CV”, and a 

diversity in terms of subjects. Criteria for postdoctoral researchers tended to be more normative, 

in the sense that respondents would highlight the need to have the right profile for the project at 

hand, a good scientific profile as well as trajectory. In one case, a social scientist highlighted the 

importance of being of the same school of thought as their research. They explained the need for 

this in the following way: 

There are different research philosophies and if you don’t have the right research 

philosophy, if you are completely educated in a [school of thought contrary to the 

interviewee’s] … You know, in my research there is interpretivism, constructivism, etc. 

 
9 The eighth interviewee was not asked this question due to this person’s profile in teaching management. 
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with that there is often, there will be a tension. So that’s not smart doing, because 

somebody will not be happy. I think at the end it should fit and it should benefit both 

situations. 

Lastly, in the case of tenure trackers, they emphasized social skills as well as management and 

teaching skills, characteristics linked with the social and scientific engagement, and capacity 

building dimensions. An assistant professor indicated that “for tenure track you also look for how 

they are at managing groups, so they might be super smart but then they are not good with people 

and if you are going to have a PI then you definitively want someone who knows how to manage 

a group”. Also, their potential as scientists was highly regarded, as “tenure track is about potential 

of becoming a full professor” (Social Sciences B). A research unit director indicated that they 

looked for individuals who were “top-notch and top of the field”, people who were not only 

excellent but who “know where the field is going and then move on”. However, this ideal of 

excellent researcher was not shared by all. One of the interviewees argued that a high focus on 

scientific productivity is what converts the scientific career into a scientific game. In their words: 

What I see now is that it is a selection process, a very strict selection process, and some 

people are good enough, they are just good enough and they reach it. But then there is a 

majority that is basically just competing, and they are roughly the same, I am probably 

also in this group, and then other components come into, things like who is more 

aggressive, who is more capable of playing the game. (Biomedicine A) 

Personal features and external factors affect perceptions 
During the interviews also personal features such as gender or nationality, as well as external 

factors such as departmental evaluations or national research programmes, would come into the 

conversation, in most cases by the interviewees themselves. For instance, when discussing the 

importance of academic titles in order to progress in academia, a respondent added “especially if 

you are not old, grey, white and male”, highlighting the importance that age and gender have in 

academic career development. Another interviewee who indicated that they would value diversity 

when recruiting someone, added the following when later asked to expand: 

You should have diversity in all aspects. If you think about gender balance, you should 

have male and female. I see some parts of our university are only male, I think you miss 

something because you need other type of people. Also, the type of people you need is 

also based on diversity independent of gender. You shouldn’t have only Dutch people. I 

think that is not healthy. We should have people from abroad and diverse, preferably from 

everywhere, with experience in other universities. 

Diversity of personal features is not only thought of in terms of having a healthy institution, but 

also as a matter of principles. In this sense, another respondent indicated that had recently decided 

recruiting, when possible, only PhD students from the Global South, arguing the following: 

Most professors when they get an email from Yemen or from Indonesia or from Kenya, 

they will delete it. That’s what I know from colleagues, they will delete it, they won’t 

even read it. Those people don’t have an easy opportunity to do a PhD or to be supervised 

properly in developing themselves. So I am probably most needed there, plus those people 

always have something to teach me. 

Regarding external factors, programmes such as the Dutch Veni, Vidi and Vici personal grants 

were recurrently mentioned as well as departmental annual evaluations10. Regarding the former, 

a respondent summarised its arbitrariness by stating “I’m just on the lucky side of the Matthew 

 
10 These are annual interviews with the heads of department to assess yearly academics’ performance. 
More information here: https://www.staff.universiteitleiden.nl/human-resources/pd-interviews 
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Effect”, while others were highly critical with this system. Regarding the annual evaluations, a 

respondent described them as a “moving target”, signalling the difficulty to plan one’s own career 

based on the institution’s expectations on their performance. 

Concluding remarks 
In this study we questioned how scientists conduct a diversity of tasks in an evaluative context 

overly focused on scientific publishing. We conducted a multiple case-study analysis in which 

we examined CVs and other public information related to academics from five research units at 

two Dutch universities and enriched it with 8 semi-structured interviews to academics in these 

departments. To study diversity of activities in academia, we proposed the use of a valuation 

model consisting of five evaluative dimensions of activities, external factors affecting 

performance and personal features. In this study we focused mainly on the evaluative dimensions, 

only discussing external factors and personal features in the interviews. But we argue that the 

model could be further developed to improve our understanding of the role played by differing 

institutional logics, different evaluation systems, or analysing differences in evaluation processes 

derived from personal characteristics (gender, country of origin or age).  

Before summarizing the main conclusions, we must warn the reader on some aspects. The analysis 

conducted is based on a small population of five research units in the Netherlands, for which 8 

interviews were conducted. This means that our results do not necessarily extrapolate to other 

contexts. However, we do provide evidence of the existence of a valuation mismatch and that 

discussions on how to move forward should consider how to solve such tension. Calls for a reform 

of the research assessment system (Directorate-General for Research and Innovation - European 

Commission 2021) should not be limited to a change of the methodological approach or the set 

of indicators used but should have a holistic view of the complete academic system. Having said 

that, we now discuss the main conclusions yielded by our findings. 

First, the model proposed seems to be suitable to this type of analyses, as activities were easily 

assigned to each dimension, while at the same time providing a clear cut by which we could 

rapidly grasp differences between profiles and valuation regimes. Our curriculum analysis 

explores mainly differences between evaluative dimensions, and we delve into how these we 

influenced by personal features and external factors in the interviews. These analyses show a 

highly diverse scientific workforce between and within research units, with no distinct pattern by 

fields, but rather by individual’s career stage. However, we did not thoroughly examine relations 

between the different elements of the model, nor deepened each of them thoroughly. We believe 

this model can be further exploited to study specific activities or aspects of academic activity, as 

well as to analyse the relation between the type of activities academics conduct and their features 

or the environment in which they work. In this paper, all academics were placed within the same 

national evaluation system. It would be of interest to conduct a similar analysis, including for 

example scholars form the humanities and law domains, but also conduct cross-country 

comparisons to better understand differences between countries, cultures, etc. 

Second, we do observe a misalignment between valuation regimes. While this is not surprising 

given previous findings (e.g., Fochler et al. 2016), this study has served to disentangle how these 

mismatches are produced. In our interviews we discuss such diversity of profiles as well as the 

value they attach to each of them, and the role evaluation plays on their development. Their 

responses reflect a diverse and critical workforce, who find many times evaluation principles 

working against their own valuation principles. Much of their criticisms seems to be directed at a 

system which targets excessively research performance, rewarding short-term (e.g., publications) 

rather than long-term goals (e.g., societal impact, mentoring, teaching). The interviewees were 

selected on the basis of the diversity of profiles observed and hence are not a random sample. But 

they all reveal a common effort to juggle between their valuation regimes and what they believe 
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is expected from them, in many cases with very strong opinions on how the current evaluation 

system works. In most cases they do manage to maintain this balance successfully but feel 

frustrated by it. This juggling has not only to do with a lack of diversity on the activities valuated 

in research evaluation systems, but also with the inability of the metrics to contextualize and adapt 

to their needs. On the other hand, they seem to lack the tools when they are the ones evaluating 

and sometimes referred to “going with their guts” when deciding who was the best candidate for 

a given position. 

Third, we observe how activities are valued differently depending on academics’ career stage. 

While this may be reasonable, it questions to what extent researchers in each stage are provided 

with the opportunity to prepare for the next stage and acquire the required experience and 

expertise. This paper aims at contributing to the field of research evaluation by going one step 

back and reflecting on the activities academics conduct, the worth they place versus the worth 

placed in evaluation schemes, and the struggles academics face to meet the expectations set by 

these schemes. We consider this type of studies a crucial step before moving forward to new 

alternative proposals to current schemes. While the limitations of metrics-based evaluation 

systems have been thoroughly studied and pointed out in the literature, an alternative may not 

necessarily be better just because it is different. In order to develop responsible evaluative 

measures to nurture and foster a sustainable academic system, we must learn from past 

experiences and understand the specific problems and errors that these have created. 
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