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Organisational factors and academic research agendas: an analysis of

academics in the social sciences

Academic research demands placed on contemporary universities are strongly
related to the production of breakthrough research. Both governments and
university management strive to make the production of academic research more
cost-efficient and have implemented measures to ensure this. Top-down policies
influenced by new public management and managerialism have been introduced,
pushing for competitiveness and performativity in academic research setups.
These policies and guidelines have been criticised by academics as having eroded
collegiality and autonomy, which are considered necessary to achieve quality
research. The focus of this study is on social sciences and aligns with this
critique, demonstrating that autonomy and collegiality are the key organisational
features in fostering multidisciplinary, collaborative and riskier research agendas
leading to breakthroughs. Academics with high levels of organisational
commitment are more likely to create research agendas that assume more
conservative, discipline bound and risk-averse traits, having less potential to

derive the intended research.
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Introduction

Research performance! has an increasingly central role in defining the prestige of

contemporary universities and affects the level of resources academics can obtain for

! Research performance is defined and measured by bibliometric outputs, such as publications
and citations produced over a given time, and often associated with national and
organisation-related incentives, targets and expectations (see Langfeldt et al., 2015; Hicks,

2012; Bazeley, 2010).



their research (Munch, 2014). Academics and their work are now closely scrutinised as
calls for more accountability and transparency have been voiced, alongside government
policies to ensure public expenditure in higher education is more efficient (Olssen,
2016). This efficiency drive is often linked to public budget constraints or to the
reluctance of politicians to further increase funding for research, but it also
demonstrates an increasing lack of trust in the work developed in universities and by
academics (Woelert and Yates, 2015). Aligned with this is a shift in the perception and
image of academia, in which the ‘ivory tower” idea has been replaced by universities
portraying themselves as entrepreneurial and more engaged with and attentive to
societal needs (Pinheiro and Stensaker, 2014). Increased accountability and the need for
efficiency have led to more competitive funding schemes for research, which encourage
further collaboration and specify expected outputs such as publications in international
English language peer-reviewed journals and outcomes that focus on the potential for
practice and policy (Chubb and Watermeyer, 2017). A culture of measurement and
performance has thus been established in universities and continues to be driven
forward by university and departmental leaders, often in a top-down style that
increasingly conflicts with academic autonomy and collegiality and that strives for
improvements in the quality and practical use of research outputs (Sutton, 2017).
Research performance has become central to both academics beginning their
careers and those facing tenure and promotion (Hammarfelt and Rushforth, 2017).
Research productivity indicators, both old and new, are now commonly used to assess
the evolving research performance of academics in increasingly competitive
environments under the new dynamics of academic capitalism (Kyvik and Aksnes,
2015). This has influenced the way academic work is developed in universities by

accelerating the research processes and highlighting the importance of deliverables from



academic research (Levin and Aliyeva, 2015). Thus, it represents the triumph of
Mertonian logic, and the full realisation by policy makers and institutional leaders that
extrinsic motivations, as responses to field positioning and organisational incentives,
function better as drivers of research engagement and production than the inner
motivations of academics (Long and Krauze, 1982). Departmental management styles,
leadership and culture that influence the attitudes of individual academics towards
research further underline the effect of the environment on individual motivators (Edgar
and Geare, 2013).

The increasingly competitive worldwide regime in which academic research is
conducted, and the rise of performativity? as part of a set of policies intended to
promote research breakthroughs and ‘useful” knowledge, has been debated and analysed
from several perspectives. However, the association of organisational characteristics
with factors that influence the design and orientation of individual academics’ research
agendas has not yet been examined. Thus, the research question addressed in this study
is as follows: how are organisational factors related to the working research
environments of universities associated with the research agendas of academics in the

social sciences? The novelty of this study is that instead of focusing on how the current

2 This study uses the definition of performativity suggested by Ball (2003). Ball defines
performativity as ‘a technology, a culture and a mode of regulation that employs judgements,
comparisons and displays as means of incentive, control, attrition and change based on
rewards and sanctions (both material and symbolic). The performances (of individual
subjects or organisations) serve as measures of productivity or output, or displays of
‘quality’, or ‘moments’ of promotion or inspection. As such they stand for, encapsulate or
represent the worth, quality or value of an individual or organisation within a field of

judgement’ (2003: 216).



organisational characteristics of departments/universities influence research outputs, the
focus is on how these characteristics are associated with the research orientation
decisions of academics. The analysis also reveals the extent to which the drivers behind
managerial changes that are oriented towards more top-down management styles and
research constraints are aligned with the expectations of transforming academic research
so it is more multidisciplinary, collaborative and innovative. The analysis focuses on the
social sciences field of higher education studies, as this includes a broad range of
disciplines and hence many academics from different fields participate in it (Horta and
Jung, 2014; Tight, 2013). In addition, top-down management policies, performativity
practices and organisational influences on the research in this contemporary academic
environment are commonly drawn from the hard sciences, and thus affect social
scientists more significantly (Hammarfelt and Rushforth, 2017).

The remainder of this paper is organised as follows: the next section presents a
brief literature review on the changing organisational characteristics influencing
academic research in modern universities and the factors influencing the research
agendas of academics. The methods section follows, and the empirical data are

presented and discussed in the findings section. The last section concludes the article.

Literature review

Organisation of contemporary academic research: new public management,

managerialism and performativity

In response to a growing audit culture and increasing related government policies and
competition, universities are adapting their structures and management styles and

developing incentives organised around the logics of managerialism and new public



management, which promote idealised concepts of corporate efficiency to enhance
academic research performance and impact (e.g., Deem et al., 2008). The rules and
guidelines of funding agencies, and the top-down management approaches of
universities and departments that influence academic research activities, can interfere
with the autonomy of academics, and thus their identification with the universities
diminishes (Degn, 2018; Winter, 2009). In adopting bureaucratic-led performativity
models, which have become central to the functioning of contemporary universities,
evaluations and performance rationales become largely driven by simplistic indicators
that cannot encompass the complexity associated with academic labour. This
complexity includes a creative and serendipitous activity that demands much time and
energy: i.e., research (Sutton, 2017). Performativity and its associated indicators
become frameworks of judgement that measure the efficiency and productivity of
academic labour (Hammarfelt and Rushforth, 2017; Ball, 2012). In this model,
academics become exposed to nebulous and sometimes unrealistic corporate-minded
priorities, and to shifting goalposts and whims that place them in positions of
vulnerability, thus reducing their agency, autonomy and freedom (Oleksiyenko and
Tierney, 2018).

The effects of this can then extend to a decreasing level of collegiality, which
particularly affects early-career academics who are more vulnerable to the termination
of contracts and more concerned with surviving/thriving in competitive environments
that emphasise the role of individual success over other priorities (Giroux, 2016;
Schrecker, 2012). The introduction of managerialism may also lead to this potential
decrease in collegiality, which according to Yokohama (2006) is at the opposite extreme
of the same continuum, as it institutionalises competition among colleagues. The author

suggests that the values of collegiality are embedded within the academic community



and its management characteristics are associated with informality, trust and low levels
of hierarchy, but the values of managerialism involve strategies that are to a large extent
dictated by external stakeholders, hierarchy, formality and assessment. The locus of
power also rests with institutional leadership and centralised committees (Yokohama,
2006). However, the introduction of new public management, managerialism and
performativity was intended by policy makers and university management to transform
academic research so that the best were rewarded and that the research improved and
was more effective. These transformations have certainly led to a greater number of
publications and citations (Beerkens, 2013), and if the organisational incentives and
managerial practices are focused on producing more publications, then academics (like
anyone else in society) are bound to adapt to survive and eventually thrive, resulting in
greater research output in terms of both the individual and the university (Brew and
Lucas, 2009).

However, academics are known to conform to the characteristics of their
organisational context (Long and McGinnis, 1981), so regarding these outcomes as
solely or mainly resulting from managerial practices may be somewhat simplistic,® and
many other factors may be involved. Growing numbers of academics become more
qualified and collaborative, more involved in research and dedicate more time to it
(often to the detriment of teaching). To gain more visibility and to receive more
citations, they are likely to publish articles in journals indexed by Scopus or the Web of

Science rather than books or book chapters. Increases in research funding (national and

3 Outcomes of the new public management, managerialism and performativity environment in academia
were the fostering of industry-university collaborations and a greater engagement with civil society
(Alexander et al., 2015). This led to the emergence of a new academic engagement with society, where
some academics started to collaborate more with non-academic organisations, but also found the incentives
to create start-ups with peers and former and current doctoral students (Perkmann et al., 2013). These
processes combined a multitude of funding streams to set up new research agendas, some more related to
learning, others to access to research funding, others to access to in-kind resources and others to
commercialisation (D’Este and Perkmann, 2011). They become a new category of academics, known as
entrepreneurial academics and academic entrepreneurs, who share academia with traditional academics.



institutional) and the size of research teams at universities that include more postdocs
and PhD students who contribute to the research effort also have an effect (Junior et al.,
2018; Leisyte, 2016; Kwiek, 2016; Verbree et al., 2015). All of these organisational
factors are known to positively affect research productivity (Carayol and Matt, 2004),
particularly for academics based in research-oriented universities (Cattaneo et al.,
2016), who have a greater capacity for research and a long-established research-focused
culture (Verbree et al., 2015).

However, some organisational factors may not have a simple relationship with
research productivity. The literature has demonstrated that size and team composition
affect non-linearly both research productivity and novelty (Lee et al., 2015; Horta and
Lacy, 2011). Increasing levels of managerialism in research governance have also
exacerbated the bureaucratisation of research processes at organisational and individual
levels, and has been found to negatively affect research productivity (Bacini et al.,
2014), while also fostering the division of labour, industrialisation of academic careers
and output, and standardisation of research (Walsh and Leg, 2015).

Other studies show that the quality of research productivity is undermined by
performativity and management-by-results, as these constrain the intrinsic motivations
of academics to engage in creative knowledge-intensive work (e.g, Kallio and Kallio,
2014), and are not conducive to research environments that strive for good research
performance and have the characteristics of autonomy, egalitarianism and a strong
cultural ethos that supports achievement and individualism (Edgar and Geare, 2013).
The short-sightedness of policy makers in implementing policies that appear to ignore
academic ethos and culture has been criticised, as this can lead to more output but less
ground-breaking research being produced (e.g., Young, 2015). These analyses focus

mainly on academic work, resources (competition) and research productivity, but



overlook how organisational traits are associated with factors influencing the

orientations of individual academics’ research agendas.

Academic research organisation and the potential influence on the research

agendas of academics

A research activity begins with deciding on a research agenda (e.g., choosing a topic
associated with a scientific challenge and deciding on how to pursue it). Academics’
research agendas are a combination of individual interests shaped by narrow dimensions
associated with the challenges of specifically doing the research from a conceptual and
methodological standpoint, and of broader dimensions consisting of environmental,
social and individual characteristics and interests, which influence the type of research
engagement (Santos and Horta, 2018). Research agendas, as part of the broad academic
research process, represent an activity framed by an institutional context and are shaped
by institutional values, norms and resources (Bazeley, 2010). For example,
universities/departments that highlight the importance of research grant funding may
condition academics to pursue research agendas that funding agencies consider to be of
strategic importance, and thus more advantageous from a financial standpoint (Leisyte
and Dee, 2012). Conformity to the institutional environment and the availability of
resources in the department/university (Ebadi and Schiffauerova, 2015) can be critical
in defining a research agenda, as can individual attitudes towards risk (Hillson and
Murray-Webster, 2007). Leisyte (2007) shows that academics typically adapt to shifting
institutional environments by taking a conservative stance and a posture of compliance
with the institutional norms, aiming to reduce uncertainty while maintaining stability
and thus safeguarding access to resources. Other studies also suggest that academics

may adopt conservative stances and conform to the institutional environment due to



career considerations (Rzhetsky et al., 2015).

Performativity and managerialism practices that increase vulnerability and
introduce great uncertainty into the environment are also bound to influence academics,
particularly those early in their careers. They may opt for ‘safer’ research agendas
where funding is available, which tend to be of a disciplinary nature characterised by
greater conformity and a conservative outlook (Smith, 2017). More disruptive types of
research agendas may be perceived as too risky and strategically unsound (Young,
2015). This can also lead senior academics to adapt their research profile strategically to
the departments/university’s expectations, and thus they assume a more conservative
and conforming stance to survive and thrive (Acker and Webber, 2017). The association
of factors determining academics’ research agendas with the organisational settings of
universities may involve two other potentially significant issues. The first concerns the
pressure exerted on the teaching research nexus by the need to publish and obtain
grants, which takes time. This competes with the time required to focus on teaching and
on students, and the new public management processes have exacerbated this dilemma
(Leisyte, 2016). The second issue is the undermining of the autonomy of academics and
their freedom to research what they choose and how, which is central to much of the
literature cited in this article. The organisational settings of contemporary universities
suggest that this autonomy is being reduced, and replaced by compliance with the new
rules of the game (i.e., the regulated autonomy). This is associated with performativity
and the escalating competition for more funding to publish more papers and present the
case for greater impact (Oleksiyenko and Tierney, 2018; Leathwood and Read, 2013).
The issue of professional autonomy is particularly relevant to the research agendas of

academics, as it relates to having agency (or not) in departmental/university settings



(Stromquist, 2017), and because research is ultimately a matter of personal choice
(Polanyi, 2000).

As research activities (including research agendas) result from an interplay
between the academic and the university (i.e., the organisation), the analysis in this
study is guided by Bandura’s (1978) social cognitive theory. This theoretical framework
considers three combined factors that have a reciprocal effect (i.e., triadic reciprocity):
personal, behavioural, and environmental. Individual research agendas are situated in
the behavioural factor, as they relate to decisions and consequent actions that academics
take when considering personal preferences and choices (Polanyi, 2012). They are
influenced by personal characteristics such as age, gender or personality traits (Baccini
et al., 2014), and by environmental characteristics, related to perceived values, norms
and taken-for-granted attitudes (Edgar and Geare, 2013; Long and McGinnis, 1981).
The organisational aspects are represented by the environmental factor, as they refer to
how organisational structures, incentives and dispositions guide behaviours and shape
considerations around personal characteristics (see Leisyte, 2016; Fox and Mohapatra,
2007). These two factors are central to the study in terms of its research question. The
personal factor is also relevant and accounted for, but is mainly used to control the
associations between organisational aspects (the environmental factor) and academics’

research agendas (the behavioural factor).

Method

Combining two inventories: research agendas and organisational traits of

research workplaces

Few studies focus on factors influencing the research agendas of academics, but a



framework for examining them has been designed based on eight dimensions (Horta
and Santos, 2016). 1) Scientific ambition is associated with the willingness to be
recognised in a field of knowledge and thus to obtain prestige and increased access to
resources, and other material and immaterial gains (Bourdieu, 1999). This is associated
with the drive to publish as a way to establish recognition through the effects of the
cumulative advantage hypothesis in science (Long and Krauze, 1982). 2) Convergence
refers to a preference for disciplinary bounded research agendas, and indicates a
preference to avoid shifting the foci of research (stability) and to master a specific topic
under research (mastery). 3) Divergence refers to a preference for research agendas that
address themes from a multidisciplinary perspective (Shut et al., 2014), and involves a
willingness to explore multiple research topics (branching out) and a preference for
multidisciplinary work. Both convergence and divergence may be conditioned by
departmental/university environments (Leisyte, 2016, 2007). 4) Discovery is associated
with a preference for a risk-inclined research agenda, manifested in the choice of
research topic or a propensity for emerging topics with uncertain outcomes. 5)
Conservative refers to a risk-aversion preference for research, and to choosing topics
and fields well covered in the literature where uncertainty is less prevalent. Leaning
towards a discovery or a conservative approach is not necessarily a matter of preference
but rather one of risk management (Cummings and Kiesler, 2015). 6) Tolerance to low
funding is a measure of the risk tolerance associated with opting for a research focus
that may have very little funding and is expected to be sensitive to organisational
pressure towards the acquisition of competitive research funding (lon and Castro
Ceacero, 2017). 7) Collaboration refers to the interest in engaging in collaborative
research agendas and can be influenced by institutional pressure to collaborate, but can

be a desirable option that furthers access to resources (Ebadi and Schiffauerova, 2015),



increases research productivity and its quality (Mamun and Rahman, 2015) and fosters
career prospects (Hoffman et al., 2014). Engagement in collaborative research agendas
may result from a willingness to collaborate, an invitation to collaborate, or both, and is
affected by managerial models that actively foster collaborative endeavours (Towns et
al., 2014). 8) Mentor influence refers to the degree to which individual research agendas
are influenced by the PhD supervisor, and is expected to decrease over the lifespan of an
academic career (Platow, 2012).

Whilst studies on the research agendas of academics are limited, many
organisational studies focus on the research workplace (e.g., Perkmann and Walsh,
2008; Leisyte et al., 2008). The Multi-Dimensional University Research Workplace
Inventory is a recently created validating instrument used to measure the working
research environment in universities (Santos, 2017). It consists of five dimensions and
eight sub-dimensions and is used in the analysis of this study.

The first dimension is organisational commitment, which is a staple of
organisational research and is used in various contexts, and several similar models
appear in the literature (e.g., Meyer and Allen, 1991). Organisational commitment
refers to the degree to which an individual identifies with and is committed to an
organisation. This dimension is sub-divided into belonging, reflecting the degree to
which an individual’s identity is aligned with that of his organisation, and the
willingness to stay, which is the manifest desire to remain in the current organisation.
These two dimensions are similar to concepts in other frameworks, such as affective and
continuance commitment in Meyer and Allen’s (1991) three component model, and
attitudinal and behavioural commitment in the framework of Mowday et al. (1979). The
dimension also has a third sub-dimension: satisfaction with the leadership, which

reflects the literature suggesting that leadership has a substantial impact on



organisational commitment (e.g., Avolio et al., 2004). The second dimension,
resources, reflects the academic perception of access to resources in the
department/university, which has been found to affect research productivity (Castro-
Ceacero and lon, 2018) and the lowering of satisfaction levels, as academics may need
to choose topics that are not aligned with their interests (Henkel, 2000). The third
dimension is social satisfaction, which refers to the level of satisfaction the academic
has for his colleagues. This is also a measure of collegiality, encompassing the
perceived professional benefits obtained from colleagues (thus the quality and
collegiality of the organisation is also scrutinised here; see Postiglione and Jung, 2015).
The fourth dimension is autonomy, that is, the perceived level of autonomy the
academic believes to have in the department/university. In this framework, autonomy is
the relative amount of independence granted to the individual regarding how work
should be conducted and is an essential dimension as it is necessary in creativity driven
environments (Hemlin et al., 2008). Autonomy is strongly related to the fifth and final
dimension, unconstraint, which measures the lack of institutional constraints and
obligations unrelated to research (particularly teaching). Both dimensions are associated
with the existence (or lack of) perceived hierarchical constraints, which are known to
hinder the freedom to conduct research (Latour and Woolgar, 2013), and feelings of a

lack of academic empowerment within the department/university (Henkel, 2000).

Participants

The analysis in this study is based on data obtained via an online survey conducted
between May and November 2015. The procedure for data collection was first to

identify the corresponding authors of all articles published in Scopus-indexed Higher



Education journals in the past 10 years.* These authors were then invited to participate
in the online questionnaire. After accepting the invitation, they were asked to sign an
informed consent form before they could participate in the study.

The questionnaire began with a set of demographical questions, followed by a
series of instruments. First, the Multi-Dimensional Research Agendas Inventory
(MDRAI) was included, comprising 35 Likert-style questions aimed at evaluating
various aspects of the participants’ research agendas measured in 8 dimensions (Horta
and Santos, 2016). The second instrument, the Multi-Dimensional University Research
Workplace Inventory (MDURWI), measures organisational features of an academic

research workplace. This is comprised of 27 items organised into 5 dimensions, of

4 The study was preceded by a pilot study that enabled the authors to conclude that a 10-year
time-frame to identify authors was optimal for the analysis. The pilot was also useful in
improving the structure, content and focus of the questionnaire. The analytical focus was on
higher education journals, for three main reasons. 1) These journals are identified with the
social sciences and academics from all disciplinary fields of the social sciences participate in
them. Frequently, papers in higher education journals are published by sociologists,
psychologists, economists, management and operation research researchers, philosophers,
anthropologists and others. This is evidenced by analyses of the fields that include a
multitude of theoretical and methodological approaches from all social sciences (see Tight,
2013). 2) It is an internationalised field, and one where substantial collaborations of social
scientists from different backgrounds are found, working together and thus raising the
incidence of multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary studies. Higher education journals thus
combine both disciplinary, multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary publications, some arising
from collaborations (Tight, 2013). 3) The authors are familiar with the field of higher
education studies and with higher education journals, ensuring a higher degree of data

sensibility in the analysis.



which 1 can be de-aggregated into 3 sub-dimensions (Santos, 2017). A third instrument
was also included — the BFI-10 questionnaire, which evaluates personality traits using
the Big Five framework (Rammstedt and John, 2007). This was mainly included for
exploratory purposes, and to add value to the analysis by controlling for the personality
of academics in relation to the research agendas they choose.

A total of 1,348 researchers agreed to participate in this study. However, 613
were excluded due to their failure to complete the required instruments, resulting in a
final sample size of 735 participants with complete data. The large number of
participants who dropped out was mainly due to the length of the survey, which took up
to 40 minutes to complete, an issue that was noted by a few participants in the
comments box at the end of the survey. This final sample was reasonably divided
between females (53.7%; N = 395) and males (46.3%; N = 340). The participant’s ages
ranged from 24 to 84 years (M = 50.64; SD = 10.95). Finally, in terms of geographical
distribution, the majority of participants were based in the United States (24.9%; N =
183), followed by Australia (15.5%; N = 114) and the United Kingdom (13.7%; N =
101), with the remainder distributed in other countries. They all experienced identical
neo-liberal performativity related reforms and pressures towards academic research,
which condition their research engagement. The full list of participating countries is

given in Appendix A.

Variables

The dependent variables in this study were the eight dimensions of the MDRAI,
and the explanatory variables were the seven sub-dimensions of the MDURWI. The five
traits from the BFI-10 inventory were used as the control variables. These are openness

to experience, which can be broadly considered as a preference for novelty and new



experiences; conscientiousness, a measure of meticulousness and organisation;
extraversion, measuring how outgoing the individual is; agreeableness, reflecting the
degree of cooperation exhibited by the individual; and neuroticism, which is a measure
of emotional stability. Other control variables were age, gender and early career, a
dummy variable indicating whether the researcher is early (< 40 years old) or late in his
career (> 40 years old), following the cut-off proposed in the literature (Bazeley, 2003).
Research oriented university was also included as a control variable, aimed at
controlling for differences derived from the host institution; this is a dummy variable
that assumes the value of 1 if the participant’s institution is ranked in the top 500
universities of the Shanghai World University Ranking, and 0 otherwise. A further
variable, hard-soft, was included. This is a continuous variable ranging from -1 to 1 and
indicates the relative weight of articles published by the author on fields considered as
‘hard science’ (-1) or ‘soft science’ (1). This was computed by adding all of the articles
published in soft science fields such as social sciences, and subtracting all articles
published in hard science fields such as engineering, and then dividing the result by the
total number of articles published. Authors contributing to the social sciences do not
necessarily have a complete background in the field and may publish in and outside the
social sciences (as happens in the field of higher education studies; see Horta and Jung,
2014). Finally, included but not shown in the tables (for the sake of readability) were

country variables operating as fixed effects®.

Procedure

Due to the continuous nature of the dependent variables, a multivariate ordinary least

squares model was used for this analysis (Hair et al., 2007) and qualitative predictors

5 Countries with 10 or less respondents were aggregated in a single category, i.e, Others.



were coded as dummies to enable it to be used in the regression equation.

Results

The findings are given in Table 1. Most significantly, autonomy was found to be the
most relevant condition for academics in the social sciences, enabling them to develop
ambitious, multidisciplinary, collaborative and risk-taking research agendas, with the
highest potential for research breakthroughs. Autonomy has a positive impact on
ambition, divergence, discovery, collaboration and tolerance to low funding (p < 0.01; p
< 0.05 for discovery and collaboration) and a negative impact on convergence,
conservative and mentor influence (p < 0.01). Equally important is the role of social
satisfaction, which relates to collegiality. This organisational variable has a positive
effect on divergence, discovery, collaboration and mentor influence (p < 0.05; p < 0.01
for collaboration), variables that again highlight research agendas with characteristics
related to risk-taking, collaboration and multidisciplinary work. Thus, they are aligned
with policy makers’ expectations for research produced in contemporary universities,
although not with new public management and managerialism policies that can curtail
both autonomy and collegiality (Yokohama, 2006).

Belonging has a modest negative effect on divergence and mentor influence (p <
0.1). Willingness to stay has much more negative effects on ambition (p < 0.05),
divergence (p < 0.01), discovery (p < 0.1) and collaboration (p < 0.05), but positive
effects on convergence (p < 0.01) and conservative (p < 0.01). Organisational
commitment, including commitment related to following up organisational managerial
criteria and policies, may therefore lead to organisational conformity, preventing the
emergence of riskier research agendas that lead to potentially disruptive advancements

in knowledge and fewer multidisciplinary approaches. The institutional pressure to



maintain ‘safer’ avenues of research may lead to this, as the desire of the academic to
remain in the institution and to be acquiescent can lead to such conformity.

Other variables present interesting findings, such as the negative impact of
unconstraint on divergence (p < 0.01) and collaboration (p < 0.01). The perceived lack
of pressure to do work unrelated to research activities decreases the propensity to
conduct multidisciplinary and collaborative research endeavours. Although counter-
intuitive, this can be interpreted as the need for academics to be engaged in other
scholarly activities (such as teaching), which may positively influence the design of
research agendas (through contact with students and the exchange of ideas with them;
see Mitchell and Rebne, 1995). The positive effect of perceived resources on
convergence and conservative (p < 0.1) suggests that an abundance of financial
resources may lead to setting more conservative research agendas. Thus, despite
institutional pressures to apply for research grants, funding for research may not be as
critical in the social sciences as it is in other disciplinary fields. The more resources
academics in the social sciences perceive they have, the more disciplinary and less risky
the research agendas, because the researchers adapt their agendas to the needs of the
funding bodies and agencies that are typically disciplinary and conservative by nature
(Siler at al., 2015). Finally, satisfaction with the leadership has a limited influence on
the research agendas of academics, with only a positive effect on mentor influence (p <
0.05).

The analysis of the control variables focuses first on the Big Five personality
traits. Extraversion is found to be a positive predictor of collaboration (p < 0.01),
because outgoing academics are more able to establish social connections, which is
likely to translate into a higher capacity for engaging in scientific collaborations.

Conscientiousness has a positive albeit modest impact on ambition (p < 0.1), probably



reflecting higher degrees of thoughtfulness regarding one’s work. Neuroticism has a
positive impact on convergence (p < 0.05) and conservative (p < 0.01). This dimension
represents emotional instability, but not necessarily to a pathological degree. The
relationship does suggest, however, that researchers with less emotional stability may
prefer mature fields and may specialise in single topics, in which change and
uncertainty are less likely. This is the opposite of openness, which has a negative impact
on convergence (p < 0.01) and conservative (p < 0.01), while having a positive impact
on divergence (p < 0.05), discovery (p < 0.01) and tolerance to low funding (p < 0.05).
Academics with high levels of openness to experience may actively shun more
conservative endeavours while seeking riskier ventures and newer topics of research.
Agreeableness does not exhibit any significant impact on research agendas.

Male academics lean more towards discovery and tolerance to low funding (p <
0.05) than females but engage less with collaborative research agendas (collaboration; p
< 0.1). Age has no significant impact on the research agendas of academics. Social
sciences academics who operate more in ‘softer’ fields gravitate towards disciplinary
endeavours, despite a higher tolerance of the lack of funding and higher scientific
ambition [a positive impact on ambition (p < 0.1), convergence (p < 0.01) and tolerance
to low funding (p < 0.01)]. Working in a research-oriented university has a negative
effect on tolerance to low funding (p < 0.05), probably because academics in these
universities are more used to having the resources available to them that enable them to
engage in any research agenda that they may be interested in pursuing, thus making it
nonsensical to engage in research agendas with little to no funding available. Finally,
the H-index has a positive impact on ambition (p < 0.01) and collaboration (p < 0.01),
as the more publications academics have and the more visibility they provide, the more

ambitious their research agendas become, along with their desire for collaboration.



Table 1: Organisational Factors Effects on Research Agendas

Variables Ambition Convergence Divergence Discovery Conservative TTLF Collab. Mentor
Unconstraint -0.029 0.002 -0.094***  -0.033 -0.041 -0.017 -0.078***  0.087*
(0.035) (0.031) (0.032) (0.038) (0.035) (0.044) (0.028) (0.045)

Autonomy 0.123***  -0.117***  0.135***  0.093**  -0.140*** (0.159*** (.083** -0.185***
(0.042) (0.036) (0.039) (0.045) (0.042) (0.052) (0.034) (0.056)

Social Satisfaction 0.055 -0.054 0.100** 0.115** 0.073 -0.019  0.449***  0.143**
(0.052) (0.045) (0.048) (0.056) (0.052) (0.065) (0.042) (0.066)
Resources 0.0073 0.048* -0.049 0.044 0.063* 0.060 -0.019 0.030
(0.033) (0.029) (0.030) (0.036) (0.033) (0.041) (0.027) (0.043)

Belonging 0.029 0.025 -0.087* -0.032 0.055 -0.018 -0.021 -0.111*
(0.049) (0.042) (0.045) (0.053) (0.049) (0.061) (0.040) (0.063)
Willingness to Stay -0.088** 0.080** -0.099***  -0.074* 0.097*** 0.008  -0.061** -0.029
(0.036) (0.031) (0.033) (0.039) (0.036) (0.045) (0.029) (0.047)

Satisf. Leadership -0.026 0.041 0.001 -0.030 -0.010 0.052 -0.003 0.107**
(0.039) (0.034) (0.036) (0.042) (0.039) (0.049) (0.032) (0.050)

Early Career 0.315** 0.139 -0.120 0.104 0.071 -0.114 -0.057  0.470***
(0.127) (0.112) (0.118) (0.138) (0.128) (0.160) (0.104) (0.164)
Male 0.018 -0.106 0.104 0.208** -0.020 0.245**  -0.116* 0.090
(0.079) (0.069) (0.073) (0.085) (0.079) (0.098) (0.064) (0.103)
Age -0.002 0.006 -0.006 0.005 -0.009 -0.005 -0.003 -0.005
(0.005) (0.004) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.006) (0.004) (0.007)
H-Index 0.041*** 0.005 -0.009 0.015 -0.009 0.016  0.028***  -0.015
(0.009) (0.008) (0.009) (0.010) (0.009) (0.011) (0.007) (0.012)
HardSoft 0.150* 0.206***  -0.265***  -0.006 0.076 0.459***  -0.069 0.170
(0.081) (0.071) (0.075) (0.0878) (0.081) (0.102) (0.066) (0.106)
Research Oriented U. 0.121 0.059 0.007 -0.041 0.018 -0.216**  0.036 -0.007
(0.080) (0.070) (0.073) (0.086) (0.080) (0.010) (0.065) (0.104)
Extraversion 0.033 -0.037 0.044 -0.011 0.002 -0.008  0.089*** 0.042
(0.037) (0.032) (0.034) (0.040) (0.037) (0.046) (0.030) (0.048)
Agreeableness 0.027 -0.060 0.077 -0.021 -0.025 -0.017 0.040 0.060
(0.056) (0.049) (0.052) (0.060) (0.056) (0.070) (0.045) (0.073)
Conscientiousness 0.113** 0.006 -0.061 0.009 -0.026 0.088 0.054 0.019
(0.055) (0.049) (0.051) (0.060) (0.056) (0.069) (0.045) (0.072)
Neuroticism 0.038 0.092*** -0.058 -0.020 0.109*** -0.003 -0.034 0.068
(0.041) (0.036) (0.038) (0.044) (0.041) (0.051) (0.033) (0.053)
Openness 0.044 -0.110%** 0.086**  0.293***  -0.188***  0.117**  -0.052 -0.068
(0.045) (0.040) (0.042) (0.049) (0.046) (0.057) (0.037) (0.059)

Observations 735 735 735 735 732 732 735 678

R-squared 0.147 0.142 0.143 0.120 0.129 0.121 0.299 0.128

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

Conclusion

This study shows that organisational characteristics are associated with and can

influence the research agendas of academics. This finding is aligned with the results of

other studies emphasising the relevance of the organisational environment in shaping

the research behaviour and output of academics (Leisyte, 2016; Edgar and Geare, 2013).

However, this study further contributes to the critique that policies that attempt to



condition and regulate the research produced by academics, and encourage the
production of breakthrough research, may be counterproductive and may have the
opposite effect to what policy makers and university managers intend (an argument also
put forward by Young, 2015). Our findings show that from an organisational standpoint,
giving more autonomy to academics and immersing them in a collegial environment
encourages the development of research agendas that are bound to be more
multidisciplinary, collaborative and disruptive. Their agendas are therefore also more
risk-taking and thus having the potential to garner unexpected and high-value findings
(although they may also lead to failure, which is normal in research processes and a
requirement for knowledge advancement; see Firestein, 2015). In addition, the more
autonomy academics feel they have in their organisations, the more ambitious in terms
of research agenda they become, and thus they are potentially more productive in terms
of research output and more determined to be recognised by their field community. This
resonates with the classical literature on science and technology, which suggests that
academics should be free to pursue their own topics and to operate relatively
independently of outside influences (Polanyi, 2000).

However, universities that have implemented new public management and
managerialism practices in their research organisations undermine these two important
organisational traits in academic research (e.g., Oleksiyenko and Tierney, 2018;
Hammarfelt and Rushforth, 2017; Ball, 2012; Yokohama, 2006). The findings highlight
the importance of organisational traits and policies for academics’ research agendas, and
the caution (and probable need for constant assessment) required from those
implementing them. The impact of resources and commitment in the context of
conservative and convergent agendas of academics in the social sciences is particularly

interesting. Evaluation frameworks, for example, may constrain the freedom to choose



research agendas, as institutions may pressure academics into choosing topics that
maximise the performance indicators (Martin, 2011). In addition, pressure from
managerialism and those related to the ‘institutional need’ to obtain research grants may
aggravate tensions related to the research-teaching nexus (Leisyte, 2016), and a greater
availability of research funding is associated with research agendas that are more
contained within disciplines and focus on established topics (that can hamper research at
disciplinary borders where breakthrough research can occur; Martimianakis and
Muzzin, 2015). Institutional pressure focusing on grant competition cause a migration
towards safer research, as neither funding nor results are guaranteed for cutting-edge
topics (see also Young, 2015) and research funding agencies favour traditional
mainstream disciplinary bound research (Siler at al., 2015). Although it is not possible
to claim causality using the current research design — or even the direction of such
causation — these results support the findings of Leisyte (2007), suggesting that
academics respond to increasing uncertainty by “falling in line” with institutional
demands to maintain access to resources, while attempting to maximise work stability.
This suggests that the current academic research governance paradigm pushes
academics towards more conservative endeavours by encouraging them to pursue such
agendas, while only in the absence of such pressure can ground-breaking agendas
thrive.

Two further issues are of relevance. The first is the negative impact of
unconstraint on divergence and collaboration. This suggests that the lack of pressure to
do work unrelated to research activities (as can be the case in teaching) decreases the
propensity to engage in multidisciplinary research endeavours and collaborations. This
highlights the importance of academics remaining involved in teaching activities and

the benefits that teaching can have for research, although the relation is usually



perceived as being from research to teaching (Hajdarpasic et al., 2015). The second
issue concerns the findings associated with willingness to stay and belonging, which
have a strong negative effect on divergence and discovery. This suggests that academics
who feel ‘comfortable’ in their current institutions tend to gravitate towards more
conservative research agendas. Academics may accommodate and acquiesce to
institutional pressure, which is typically manifested as pursuing ‘safer’ research rather
than cutting-edge topics (Young, 2015). This also highlights the difference between
academic settings and non-academic settings in which organisational commitment is
perceived as a benefit (Madsen et al., 2005). In academic settings, this commitment can
have the opposite effect, which underlines the need for mobility so other academic
environments and contact with other ideas, knowledge and ways of doing research can
be experienced.

In conclusion, the limitations and implications for future studies of this study
should be noted. In terms of the limitations, first, it makes use of self-reported survey
data. This method has several logistical benefits, as it allows for large-scale data
collection exercises in a cost-effective manner. However, it then carries the risk of
respondent bias like any survey, typically manifested as socially desirable responses
(McDonalds and Ho, 2002). The questions used as a basis for this study are perception-
based, which means that the participants’ responses are based on their individual
construction of reality (Lindsay and Norman, 2013). The literature suggests that
perceptions tend to align with behaviour (Pickens, 2005), but it is still important to note
that potential issues can emerge through this method. This issue was mitigated as the
findings of this study rely on two validated measurement instruments. In terms of future
research, although this study contributes to a more thorough understanding of the

interplay between academics and universities, further work is required as scholars have



suggested this area is under-researched (Antonelli et al., 2011). From this study, inquiry
can extend in three directions. The first is to conduct the same type of analysis in other
fields of knowledge and disciplines, which may not be as vulnerable to recent
institutional and organisational changes influencing research practices as the social
sciences (Hammarfelt and Rushforth, 2017). The second is to consider organisational
factors when defining the research agendas of new types of academics, such as
entrepreneurial academics, who work alongside ‘traditional academics’ but who are
more active in engaging with partners outside academia (and thus it is more likely that
their research agendas are influenced by them), but also engage in practices that position
them in overlapping organisational arrangements, leading to a variety of purposes
including knowledge exchange and commercialisation (D’Este and Perkmann, 2011).
Similarly, the third direction is to focus on those academics who increasingly engage in
participatory research and include non-experts and civic communities in their research
activities, which can potentially enable them to develop research agendas with a high

level of social impact (Doberneck et al., 2010).
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