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Changes in the University Research Approach: Challenges For Academics’ Scientific 

Productivity 

Abstract 

In a society dominated by the value of knowledge, university research becomes a key element 

in its development. This study aims to analyse academics' perceptions of the new university 

approach that focuses on research and the consequences that it produces. Using a case study 

qualitative methodology, 36 interviews were conducted with academics at different stages of 

their professional development. The participants belong to the five Spanish universities with 

the greatest research output. The results indicate that the current university model is defined 

by changes in institutional operation and the appearance of new structures, the need to 

generate economic resources, intensive participation in networking, and an enormous 

pressure for scientific productivity, especially regarding the publication of scientific results in 

high-impact journals. This new research-based approach leads to changes in the role of 

academics, who must assume new functions in an environment with reduced autonomy and 

more internal and external control systems.  

Keywords: Higher education, policy, research management, productivity, researchers.  

 

 

Introduction 

According to the Humboldtian model of universities, universities are considered “communities 

of scholars researching and teaching together in collegial ways” (Deem, 1998,47). However, 

societal developments in the last decades and growing higher education landscapes have led 
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to a need to justify expending public funds to demonstrate competitiveness, creating a new 

model of university based on market orientation (Clark, 1998). Approaching higher education 

institutions (HEI) from the perspective of their management and governance, Clarke and 

Newman (1997), Deem (1998) and Deem and Brehony (2005) defined the current trend in 

higher education as the “new managerialism”. Its main features are a university's capacity to 

produce, market, and negotiate with its teaching and research services and the need to submit 

its results and products to rigorous control and external evaluation processes. New 

managerialism contributes to the understanding of the new university model as its 

organisational structures, understandings and narratives.  

Universities are also required to meet standards of teaching and research outcomes, which are 

periodically assessed by internal and external bodies. The emphasis on competition between 

higher education institutions (HEI) for higher-ranking positions, with implications for funding 

mechanisms and prestige, has also stressed the extent to which higher education can be 

described as operating under quasi-market conditions (Le Grand and Bartlett, 1993). 

To enhance these traits, universities have submitted to pressure from both outside and inside, 

and Spanish universities are not an exception, despite having changed to the new model later 

than other countries, as we will explain in the contextual part of the study. Externally, the 

pressure is exercised through institutional and individual assessment mechanisms for both 

teaching and research outcomes by the national and autonomous Quality Assurance Agency, 

which controls both resource allocation and quality rankings. Internally, pressure is also 

exerted on academic staff by academic managers and administrators who re-organise, control 

and regulate the work of academic staff and the conditions under which those staff work 

(Trowler, 1998). 

The intensification of the research dimension in universities has led to the creation of a model 

of governance and management that promotes a stimulating environment, the attraction and 
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retention of high-level professionals and students, innovative curriculum design, the creation 

of closer connections with external agents, knowledge transfer, and understanding between 

disciplines (Downes, 2004).  

The confluence of external and internal pressures is shaping a new reality at the university 

level, a reality marked by new power relationships, new governance models, new methods of 

knowledge production, a change in the level of centralisation of decision-making authority in 

the university and the concentration of authority in an individual leadership position versus 

authority in a collective body or one spread over various collective bodies, among others 

(Gornitzka, et al. 2017). 

Regarding the different functions that universities perform, Lucas (2006) argues that research 

is the function that has most adapted to the demands of the productive sector. Traditional 

links between the productive sector and research have encouraged this adaptation to occur in 

the research function before the teaching function. This change in the internal and external 

logic of universities involves changes at the structural university level, described by the “new 

managerialism” theorists as follows: the fostering of competition between employees, the 

marketisation of public sector services and the monitoring of efficiency and effectiveness 

through the measurement of outcomes and individual staff performances (Reed and Anthony, 

1993; among others).  

This transformation in the university model oriented towards competitiveness also influences 

academic values and the university research culture, which is characterised by considerable 

surveillance, competition, and hierarchy (Roberts, 2007). Authors such as Barnett and Standish 

(2013 believe that market values and traditional values can coexist and have positive effects, 

such as increased transparency and a more equitable approach. Others, such as Harman 

(2005) and Willmott (2003) believe that this new approach corrupts traditional academic 

values.  
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This study aims to provide new insights on academics' perceptions of the challenges posed by 

the new approach, centred on the intensification of research and the preoccupation for 

competitiveness. In this context, the research objectives consist of analysing academics’ 

perceptions of the new university research approach and describing the challenges that 

productivity poses for researchers. Therefore, the following questions are raised. How do 

academics perceive the new research-focused university model? What individual and 

institutional changes have they had to face? How do they perceive the pressure for 

productivity?  

The characteristics of the intensified university research 

The universities that experimented with intensifying the research activity exhibit a series of 

particular features. Mohrman et al., (2008) analysed the world’s most prestigious universities 

and concluded that these universities have eight features: a global mission; research 

intensification; new roles for professors; diversified funding; worldwide recruitment; 

increasing organisational complexity; collaboration between the business sector, the 

government, and the university; and the creation of global collaboration networks.  

The intensification of research has generated more complex organisational structures, new 

organisational cultures, and diversified funding sources in universities. Components added to 

traditional organisational structures include new research centres, organisational support 

units, scientific services, and interdisciplinary development programmes. New approaches on 

how to govern and manage this new type of university emerge in very different contexts 

(Hood, 1991; Braun et al., 2015). Thus, the new university model adapted for the new 

managerialism aimed to replace the classical bureaucratic and collegiate model with a more 

flexible and professional model that is closer to market orientation and that involves less state 

intervention (Santiago et al., 2015). Studies also address the concentration of executive 

powers in the highest government structures, decentralised management, and the substitution 

http://www.tandfonline.com/author/Braun%2C+Dietmar
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of governance based on standards with governance oriented towards results (Agasisti and 

Giuseppe, 2006).  

Increasing financial diversification is also necessary, as the cost of university research has risen 

considerably in most countries. In addition to a reduction in public expenditure on research 

and development (R&D) caused by the global economic crisis, this increase has forced 

universities to diversify the funds that they receive. According to Pinheiro and Stensaker 

(2014), in addition to public support, universities should also be funded through private 

donations, increasing student enrolment rates, signing contracts with companies and 

industries, and generating their income.   

Academics and the challenges of scientific productivity 

As a result of this change in trend, the new role of academics has been defined (De Silva and 

Armstrong, 2014), with their functions being diverse and complex (research, undergraduate 

and postgraduate teaching, providing knowledge solutions to various social demands, etc.).   

Lucas (2009) examined the consequences of this change in trend for academics. First, she 

observed a loss in the academic professional’s autonomy. This loss is caused by the need for 

academics to increasingly negotiate their work with external funding agencies that seek to 

influence certain decisions in the research process (sharing data, influencing priorities, or 

requiring prompt results). Second, she highlighted the limitations on collegiality and of 

academics' control in the decision-making processes and professional practices. Third, in the 

new university research approach, support mechanisms and structures for research 

management have been put into operation using control mechanisms and efficiency systems, 

ultimately impacting academic activity. Additionally, Beck and Young (2005) suggested that the 

professional cycle of academics is marked by control and the pressure to achieve high levels of 
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competitiveness. To address these challenges, academics react differently, adopting positions 

that range from a resistance to change to their adoption and internalisation.  

The literature includes different metaphors to characterise academics and their work in the 

market university. One metaphor that proves interesting is Aronowitz’s and Giroux’s (2008) 

“knowledge factory”, which emerges from the concept of researchers as "knowledge workers". 

First, this metaphor implies that academics participate in professional groups and networks, 

both within and outside of their institutions; these groups and networks can be analysed using 

ethnographic methods. Second, the metaphor suggests that researchers' lives and work are 

closely linked to the mission of the university in the processes of knowledge production and 

legitimation (Parsons and Platt, 1973). This link allows academics to identify their role in the 

production of new knowledge (such as articles and patents) and the role of evaluations and 

control systems (through internal and external control and mechanisms of accountability) 

(Márquez, 2014). Third, as a result of the new approach that prioritises the social transfer 

function, it is crucial to analyse the mechanisms through which knowledge transfer and 

communication are performed (conferences, seminars, published articles, etc.), which requires 

more than just research and forces researchers to act as knowledge communicators and 

managers (Scott, 2006). These positions depend on factors such as career progression 

(Santiago, et al. 2015), gender (Ion and Duran 2014), the professional phase as a researcher 

(Loxley et al. 2014), and the academic culture (Lucas, 2009).  

The study context 

Spain has not avoided this change in approach and is experiencing a growing interest in 

intensifying the research function of its universities (Pérez and Aldás, 2016). Although it has 

traditionally been organised under a collegial model of governance (Castro and Tomàs 2011), 

universities are currently involved in a broad process of change at all levels, with the objective 

of increasing the productivity and efficiency of its structures to better respond to social and 
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academic demands. This change in approach has not always been accompanied by a change in 

function or in the mentality of academics, who continue to reference the model based on the 

Napoleonic theory of university management, which is dominated by the collegiate model, in 

which the academic staff have a certain level of power.  

To understand the recent developments in the Spanish higher education landscapes, three 

aspects should be considered: the first is linked to the economic crisis initiated in 2008 and 

culminating in 2012 with financial assistance from the EU. In this context of severe economic 

crisis, the Spanish university system experimented with the consequences of major funding 

cuts in research and development (according to the report held by the Confederation of 

Spanish Scientific Societies (Nó and Molero, 2016) for the Confederation of Spanish Scientific 

Societies - COSCE, the research and development funds suffered cuts up to 34.69% between 

2009 and 2013). This situation led universities to take measures to reduce expenses and 

created a tremendous level of complexity and uncertainty for academics. Second, 2002 

marked the creation and the consolidation of the national and autonomic external evaluation 

agencies with special roles in the assessment of university staff. Third, newly established 

criteria for assessment and accreditation became compulsory starting in 2007 and was revised 

in 2015 to include the access and the promotion of academic staff. These elements established 

a new university landscape with fewer economic resources (Cano, 2013), major external 

control exercised by the external agencies of accreditation and evaluation (Michavila and 

Martinez, 2018), and a major revision in the assessment criteria with greater exigencies, 

especially in aspects related to the quality of the publications and the number of grants (Galán 

et al., 2014). One of the consequences of these changes was an increase in research 

production from an 11.2% in 2005 to 13.4% in 2014 (FECYT, 2016). This trend was similar to 

experiences in European universities, and the implications for all the university structures, 

culture and staff development still must be acknowledged.  
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The lack of resources and the increase in accreditation standards for both institutions and staff 

affected the offer of new vacancies for academics and generated higher demands for fulfilling 

the requirements imposed by the internal and external accountability systems. These demands 

include the following: the number of publications (especially in the English language in 

international peer-reviewed journals), the pressure between collaboration and the need to be 

a leader in the field (Tomàs et al.,  2012), and overworking and pressures for academics to 

reach the assessment criteria to secure a job position (Castro and Gairin,  2015). Although 

Spanish universities have made significant progress in research intensification, due to the 

pressure of competitiveness caused by rankings, it remains difficult to address a uniform 

change in the system in all universities or the unanimity of strategies oriented towards the 

new change in university culture regarding research. According to Ion and Castro (2017), the 

universities are in a time of transition in the university research culture.  

These changes in the university research culture have impacted academic, social dynamics and 

work behaviours. These changes unsettle the human interactions in the workplace including 

the process of internal collaboration, the establishment of new ways of conducting research 

and teaching, the socialisation of new members, professional development patterns, and the 

creation of new meaning for leadership (López-Yáñez and Altopiedi, 2015).  

How these changes in the structure of universities impacted on academics’ lives is still an 

under-studied issue in the Spanish university. The literature analysing the transformation of 

the university model focuses its approach on two fundamental aspects. First, it focuses on 

university management, which highlights the emergence of new organisational alternatives to 

respond to the challenges of the knowledge-based society. Second, it focuses on the 

consequences for academics caused by the change in the academic model, especially relating 

to the pressure that the new research-oriented model exerts on their productivity (Teichler 

and Cummings, 2015; Horta and Lacey, 2011). These aspects led us to consider the issue of the 
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changes that the academic model focused on research has had on the academics’ lives and 

their professional paths.  

Methodology 

Because we are interested in analysing academics’ different understandings of the university 

model and the consequences that academic productivity generates, the methodological 

approach is a multiple-case study based on qualitative data collection methods (Wengraf, 

2001). Therefore, the methodology is based on a phenomenological approach of the 

interpretive tradition (Gellner and Hirsch, 2001), due to its ultimate goal of presenting the 

interpretations and experiences of the analysed groups, in our case, academics in universities, 

in the most faithful manner possible.  

The information-gathering instrument used was a semi-structured interview that focused on 

the following aspects: 

(1). Academics' perceptions regarding the new approach based on university research: 

• The perception on the research management at the institutional level, 

• The implications of the new approach to the academic, professional functions,  

• University level of autonomy,  

• Financial management, 

• Staff professional development. 

(2). Academics' scientific productivity:  

• Perceptions of knowledge production,  

• Opinions about research transfer and impact,  

• Mechanisms and strategies for optimising dissemination, 

• Challenges academics face due to the change in the university management 

model. 
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To ensure a sample comprising all the areas of knowledge, we identified the five Spanish 

universities with the highest research intensity (Pérez and Aldás 2016): the Autonomous 

University of Barcelona (UAB), the University of Barcelona (UB), Pompeu Fabra University 

(UPF), Complutense University of Madrid (UCM), and the University of Granada (UGR). Second, 

from each university, we selected the two most prestigious research groups based on their 

research productivity (number of high-quality publications, h-index of principal investigators, 

public funds attained, research awards, number of PhD theses completed). Third, we 

contacted each one of these groups, and we asked their leaders to support in selecting and 

interviewing members of their teams, considering the professional academic career levels: 

doctoral, postdoctoral, and senior researchers. The result of this process was a selective 

sample of 36 academics, as detailed in Table 1.  

Table 1. INSERT HERE 

 

The data were collected through face-to-face interviews. These were recorded, and the 

transcripts were returned to the participants for validation. The data were analysed using a 

semantic codification according to the categories established in the project design. The 

categories were as follows: research management, changes in the university model, impact on 

academics’ scientific productivity, drawbacks and opportunities derived from research 

intensification, university level of autonomy, financial management, staff professional 

development, and mechanisms for research dissemination and transfer.  

Results 

The results were organised into two subsections. In the first, academics’ perceptions of the 

new university research approach are presented. In the second, the challenges that this 

approach poses to the productivity of the researchers are explored.  
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Academics’ perceptions of the change in university research approach   

First, the data allowed us to analyse academics' perceptions of the changes in the institutional 

dimension. From this perspective, although it is recognised that the change in the academic 

model has been accompanied by a structural change in most universities, professors believe 

that the structures are insufficient and that they do not offer support for their activities. The 

work of academics depends on the coordination and development of different organisational 

units. Academics sense that the changes in institutional operation are not significant and that 

many areas continue to function from the traditional perspective.  

Currently, the Vice-Rectorates of Research offers purely administrative research 

management. There is no coordination between research management at the level of 

the Rectorate and the faculty. There is a lot of imbalance. There is no coordination 

between the vice-rectorates, the research units, and the faculty research units... There 

is a total lack of coordination, notes one of the senior researchers at UB. (Senior 

researcher, UB, sciences, female) 

The research-focused university approach also marks a change in the research control systems 

and faculty autonomy. In this sense, academics criticise the initiation of new evaluation and 

control strategies for research activity. External agents adopt a leading role, threatening the 

collegiate nature rooted in universities and the bottom-up "locus" of university institutions. 

Academics perceive the decisions related to the evaluation of their research activity as a 

process that is heavily influenced by external administrative structures and other external 

agents. This influence also affects the financing of their projects, especially because public 

funding sources have been reduced due to the economic crisis. In this respect, one of the 

senior researchers indicates the following: 
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To date, no research evaluation has been performed within the university. Everything is 

based on the evaluations of external agencies that perform the accreditations. (Senior 

researcher, UAB, technology, male) 

A new management model that is more coordinated with the intensification of the research 

approach coexists with the more traditional model because changes in approaches and the 

practices are not automatic. Regarding this aspect, we observed a high consensus among 

academics when they stated that they need more time to adapt and internalise the values of 

the new approach. Thus, in some cases, the participants perceive that they are in internalising 

the new "rules of the game" and the new academic culture. One of the senior researchers 

notes the following: 

The culture of publishing articles is already very common in the university. This culture 

was not acquired automatically. When there were spans without research, we 

evaluated articles. It is a system that penalises innovation in teaching because it 

penalises what is new. (Senior researcher, UGR, humanities, female) 

The intensification of the research approach is causing a reconfiguration of the teaching 

functions of academics and their professional development. Academics perceive that the new 

research-oriented model influences the ways of performing and understanding their functions. 

In this scenario, conflicts arise from the differences between academics’ perceptions of their 

professional work in the university and the new approach that the university is adopting to 

manage academic research. Thus, although academics continue to perceive research as a 

function that is related to the creation of knowledge, updating methods of teaching and 

creativity, from the institutional perspective, research serves for productivity control, transfer 

to the socio-economic sector, and institutional positioning.  
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Concerning the different perceptions of the academics who were interviewed on this topic, 

their answers can be placed in two complementary positions. Some academics recognise the 

advantages of the new approach, emphasising improvement in competitiveness and the 

leading role of the university in the process of securing funds: 

I think the university is doing well. For example, UGR is first in international projects. 

The latest news I have is that all of the Andalusian universities together have obtained 

35 million euros, of which 13.5 million was for UGR. We currently have 48 active 

projects. (Senior researcher, UGR, humanities, male) 

However, we found academics who oppose the approach focused on productivity. The critics 

of the new approach affirm that it produces greater difficulties in faculty professional 

development.  

We are attaching excessive importance to productivity, and this does not seem right to 

me. We are obsessed with rankings, with journal lists, with knowing where and how 

many publications you have, how many I lack, and how many my neighbour has. It is a 

model that adds nothing, just stress. (Postdoctoral researcher, UAB, social science, 

male) 

The academics denounce a deep change in their role in recent years. Their tasks have been 

diversified, and their responsibilities have increased. For academics, the pressure generated by 

the high demand for productivity equates to a review of their professional identity. These 

multiple facets of professional identity are attributable to how academics understand the 

information that they receive from the institution. Their multiple realities are evident, but the 

institution does not always know how to communicate and explain them properly.  
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This is distorting the objects and objectives of publication. For many young people who 

come today to do their thesis, the important thing is to publish, and they only seek 

directors that they know publish in major journals. I find it awful. (Doctoral researcher, 

UPF, social science, male) 

The orientation towards research has led to changes in professional identity and also in group 

organisation, work dynamics, and leadership.  

Being a large group has allowed us to have many possibilities of doing things. The 

majority of us have attended events. We always have professors from other institutions 

at the Centre, we go to a lot of conferences, and we have organised very important 

conferences with many people. We are absolutely well-known outside of the university. 

(Senior researcher, UAB, social science, female) 

Academics’ perceptions are that research teams demote other functions and responsibilities to 

the background to prioritise the demand for greater productivity and transfer. Therefore, 

teams are provided with mechanisms to plan and manage their productivity and to be more 

competitive.  

The initiative to write is very personal. We always write alone, or a maximum of two 

people author an article. Before publishing, we notify the main researcher and explain 

this to the rest of the members of the team. (Senior researcher, UB, humanities, 

female) 

The reconfiguration of academics’ teaching function of their professional development not 

only affects the advanced phases of their career but can also be observed from the beginning 

of a career. Doctoral training has been influenced by scientific productivity. New researchers 

are oriented towards the dissemination of their production from the doctoral phase. 
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One of the positive points of the doctorate is that from the beginning, you can write 

working papers. Thesis directors help develop articles starting from the first phases of 

your doctoral work. (Doctoral researcher, UPF, sciences, male) 

Research training is very important. The participants were critical of this topic. Although it is 

recognised that significant progress has been made at the formative level, different 

programmes have not always found the best way to adapt.  

At the doctorate level, the university does not offer any kind of course to provide 

guidance on the techniques and resources for scientific publication. Writing articles 

cannot be done by trial and error for everyone. This is very important, but there is no 

support. (Doctoral researcher, UAB, technology, female)  

 

Academics’ perceptions of research productivity 

Most of the study participants considered universities to have intensified their research 

activity, which is noted in an increase in academics’ scientific productivity. This effort focuses 

on three priority areas: the transfer of results to the productive or social sector, the 

publication of articles in high-impact journals, and dissemination through participation in 

international scientific events.  

One element that defines scientific productivity is related to the transfer of knowledge to 

society. The participants recognised the important progress with the current research-oriented 

model that universities have made, but they warned about the lack of means or institutional 

resources that support these initiatives. The transfer has become a priority for both 

researchers and academic administrators. The perception of the participants was that a 

university-business connection is necessary to ensure good transfer activity.  
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We transfer here because we work a lot with companies and there is a lot of contact. 

We make contracts with companies. Public-funded projects also transfer knowledge. 

(Postdoctoral researcher, UAB, sciences, male) 

Transfer activity ensures that research products are useful and visible through patents and 

provides additional sources of funding for groups. However, as recognised by the participants, 

this task is not easy. Some of the causes are identified by the lack of social receptivity of the 

scientific results: 

Researchers should bear in mind that an effort must be made to disseminate and 

communicate our advances to society. We have to get out of our bubble and overcome 

society’s lack of habit of receiving information of this nature. (Doctoral researcher, 

UCM, sciences, male) 

The informants noted the lack of promotion strategies and institutional support oriented 

towards the social use of research as a barrier in the transfer process. The perception was that 

transfer is not promoted. 

What we do not have at the university level is a defined strategy. I recently told the 

rector that with all of the crises that we have experienced, universities have lost the 

leadership to explain what happens in society. We are becoming less visible. We need 

to bring ourselves closer to society to explain what we do. (Postdoctoral researcher, 

UAB, social science, female) 

To complete the transfer environment, researchers considered that for transfer to be properly 

performed, active involvement is necessary on the part of not only the researcher but also the 

economic and social world.  
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Communication has to come from the company. Companies have to request research 

and transfer. First of all, we must believe that what we do is useful. It is a problem that 

we publish a lot but do not transfer anything. The incentive system has to change. 

Research should be known to the public in general. (Postdoctoral researcher, UCM, 

sciences, male) 

Disseminating research at the social level is hindered by the lack of social interest and scientific 

culture on the part of society. Take, for example, the words of one participant: 

Spanish society, in general, does not value that we do these things in the university. I 

believe that only we academics know how to value this. It is recognition that we have 

among ourselves. (Senior researcher, UAB, humanities, male) 

The new research approach has been a real lesson regarding the publication of scientific 

articles in international research journals. This practice has meant a change in culture in some 

areas of knowledge. Those who were interviewed were able to differentiate the present from 

a past time in which journals and their level of impact were not necessarily a condition for 

promotion, dissemination, and professional success.   

We hardly had publications in international journals 15 years ago. Now, we have 

promoted the practice of publishing articles internationally, and it is almost fully 

integrated. People who want to do research know the guidelines that must be followed. 

They know that if you want to have a certain impact, then you have to look at indexed 

journals. (Postdoctoral researcher, UPF, social science, male) 

The system of valuing dissemination quality is determined almost exclusively by the impact 

factor of a journal.  

Lately, before we publish, we do a comprehensive analysis of possible journals. That 
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way, we know their impact, the types of articles they publish, the frequency, thematic 

lines, etc. (Postdoctoral researcher, UGR, humanities, female) 

The importance of impact entails two types of problems: first, the diversity of sources and lists 

ordering the journals in different ways by areas of knowledge; and second, the difficulty of 

publishing articles in journals with higher prestige and impact.  

Journal evaluation in JCR has the problem that not all areas unanimously agree on 

journal quality. The system is not bad, although it may be somewhat arbitrary. Impact 

indexes are not the fairest system, but they improve the previous situation where 

everyone used the criterion that they wanted to. (Postdoctoral researcher, UCM, 

technology, female)  

Publishing in high-impact journals was widely recognised by the participants as a strategy for 

knowledge dissemination. However, some were critical due to the lack of social relevance of 

these types of publications. For a majority of researchers, the aim was to open knowledge to 

society through direct relationships with stakeholders and not merely to communicate with 

the scientific community: 

What we do is publish in the highest-quality international journals but always so that a 

business becomes interested in the topic at a certain point and wants to contact us. 

Whenever we publish, we have the mission of interesting someone with what we say. 

(Senior researcher, UPF, social science, female) 

Finally, conferences emerged as a mechanism for the dissemination of productivity but clearly 

with less impact than publishing in journals. As also occurs with journals, not all conferences 

have the same prestige from the perspective of scientific productivity. There are a series of 

circuits in different disciplines in which a set of selected international events were identified.  
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Admittedly, there are two or three international conferences a year that we cannot 

miss. The editors of the most prestigious journals and the top researchers in the area 

go. We always send someone from the team to present some advances in research and 

to make contacts. It is important to be seen. (Senior researcher, UAB, humanities, 

male) 

It is interesting to observe how different research teams have designed an explicit strategy to 

prioritise dissemination. Conferences are an important area, although not the most prominent.   

Publications are our top priority; we also participate in international conferences. We 

perform dissemination activities to a lesser extent at the grass-roots level. However, I 

insist that publishing in international journals is what is encouraged, among other things, 

because it is the most valued. (Postdoctoral researcher, UPF, social science, male). 

Discussion and conclusions 

In this article, academics’ perceptions of the new academic research approach were analysed. 

The data illustrated that there have been significant changes in the institutional dimension, 

which are reflected in the organisational structures and an observable increase in internal and 

external control mechanisms. Furthermore, there have been changes in the individual 

dimension, with a transformation being perceived in the academic function. This 

transformation is reflected in new demands and a decrease in professional autonomy due to 

the extent of the external control mechanisms exercised by the accreditation agencies.  

The article also analysed the consequences of intensification of productivity, and the data 

showed how academics feel pressured to publish in high-impact journals, to create solid 

professional networks within and outside of their university and to constantly seek funding 

sources that will sustain their research. This qualitative study complements other similar 
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studies that focus on scientific productivity data from a quantitative approach (e.g., Leišytė, 

2016) and draws attention to the critical issues in the higher education institution that deserve 

more analysis in the future: the pressures to which the researchers are exposed, with visible 

consequences for their professional and personal life. The academics’ career prospects seem 

to be affected not only by the external determinants (assessment agencies) but also by the 

internal factors of inner university mechanisms that apply pressure and competition (Waaijer 

et al. 2018). 

Despite the pressure, academics perceived that the generalisation of the market-oriented 

model is a condition for adopting values that are characteristic of academic capitalism, 

obligating them to respond to the needs of the economy through scientific and technical 

solutions (Lucas, 2009). The present study also showed that intensification in research 

activities is defined by an increase in academics’ scientific productivity, specifically the transfer 

of results to the productive or social sector, dissemination through participation in scientific 

conferences, and article publication in high-impact journals with an international scope. All of 

these represent challenges to the academic functions in academia. Despite these challenges, 

academics have internalised the system based on the research results, and their efforts are 

oriented towards achieving greater scientific visibility through prestigious outcomes. Although 

the participants’ opinions indicate that publication in high-impact journals is considered a goal 

that has already been fulfilled, greater difficulties are involved in achieving transfer to the 

productive sector at both the individual and organisational levels. Researchers require more 

transfer training and institutional support. This fact coincides with what occurs in other 

contexts (Brew and Lucas, 2009), although in these other contexts, the new trend is moving 

towards a broader vision that goes beyond publication. This vision also considers collaboration, 

research management, the identity of the researcher, and the role of the researcher (Kyvik and 

Aksnes, 2015).  
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All of these phenomena have marked a reorganisation of academic priorities and have led to 

an increase in scientific productivity. For example, regarding younger researchers, our data are 

similar to those of Kyvik and Aksnes (2015), explaining why scientific productivity has 

considerably increased in recent years. These researchers have entered into a university that is 

clearly research-oriented, which shared a different scientific culture based on values such as 

interest in high-quality outcomes; therefore, they must start their career on the grounds of a 

modified basis of cultural references, and they feel that university policy is strongly aligned 

with enhancing the development of research. One consequence is the new category of 

researcher PhD students, who are expected to act as independent and productive researchers 

even before attaining the PhD degree (Hakala, 2009). In contrast to the previous position, the 

senior researchers, those socialised in a teaching-oriented university culture, are less 

pressured to achieve high levels of research outcomes and express a certain tension produced 

by this change in the “rules of the game”, with implications for their conceptions of academic 

profession and motivation (Albert et al., 2016). 

The new university research approach has generated changes that affect academics’ 

professional definition and development due to the need to generate resources for research 

and to demonstrate high levels of productivity and the necessary impact of their work 

(Santiago, et al. 2015). Our study coincides with other research in this area, indicating a 

remarkable external pressure in the formation of a professional career (Horta and Lacey, 2011) 

and the limited influence of academics to make binding decisions concerning its design (De 

Silva and Armstrong, 2014).   

Several implications that affect the organisational, professional and knowledge transfer 

environments emerge from our study. First, foundations should be established to develop a 

new organisational culture based on the values and principles of the market-oriented 

university model (Pinheiro and Stensaker, 2014; Ion and Castro, 2017). Next, proposals should 
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be designed by institutional leaders to promote and value scientific productivity. These 

proposals should be consistent with the intensification of research perspective and, more 

specifically, the collaboration and creation of professional networks as well as mechanisms of 

transfer to society and the productive sector.  

The results of the study advise reviewing mechanisms of professional development considering 

that the new approach modifies aspects of the academic function: autonomy, tasks, 

dedication, relationships, etc. Faculty selection, training, promotion, and evaluation systems 

should be reviewed through the new lens of the university culture that intensifies research. 

Regarding knowledge transfer, for common benefit and exchange, we believe that new 

formulas that have an impact on different social fields and that can be proposed from different 

areas of knowledge should be explored.  

Our work presents limitations in analysing the shift in the university research approach due to 

the restricted number of universities in the study. Additionally, due to the mediation of the 

sample selection by the research groups’ leaders, the opinions of the participants could imply 

bias. Therefore, it would be interesting to propose a study in which quantitative and 

qualitative data could be significantly integrated. The data point to the need to more 

thoroughly investigate the manifestations of the new university research approach regarding 

the role of university governance as a promoter of cultural change, changes in organisational 

structure, or the creation of networks with other “stakeholders” who are involved in the 

creation of scientific, technical, humanistic, and social knowledge. However, this study could 

be useful in creating a methodology that allows comparisons of academics’ different 

perceptions regarding scientific productivity. Additionally, it could serve to guide decision-

making processes for university development regarding academic research.   
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