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Excellent Researcher or Good Public Servant? The Interplay between Research and 

Academic Citizenship 

 

Academics have always been endowed with the privilege of autonomy, but the diffusion of 

evaluation systems based on publication outcomes potentially jeopardizes the benefits 

deriving from behaviors that address other pillars of higher education. Besides research and 

teaching, academic citizenship, i.e., the service behaviors carried out within and outside 

organizational boundaries, are in fact cornerstones of university functioning. We investigate 

the relationship between academic citizenship and research after the introduction of an 

evaluation system that moves research performance to center stage on a dataset collecting 

publication records and service activities of 353 Italian scholars in the accounting discipline 

in the 2004-2013 period. A cluster analysis reveals different academics' orientations towards 

research and academic citizenship. We contribute to the debate on academic choices by 

showing that a large number of university members tend to focus on a single type of 

academic citizenship or to adopt a research orientation, while a significant part remains stuck 

in the middle without achieving satisfying performance in any domains according to 

international standards, and discuss implications for the design of behavioral incentives. 
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1. Introduction 

The increasing focus on research in higher education, measured through the number of 

publications on top journals and citations attained by single researchers, has unbalanced 

university life on the research side and puzzled academics about how much time and effort to 

devote to activities that differ from research (Lewis 2014; Degn 2016). A complex system 

like academia, however, needs all of its parts to be harmonized to function effectively (Bak 

and Kim 2015). Literature has long debated the complex interplay between research and 

teaching: in particular, whether research and teaching are mutually benefiting or competing 

domains remains yet to be clarified (e.g., Hattie and Marsh 1996). Lately, studies have also 

delved into the difficulty to combine research with impact on society through knowledge 

transfer (Aguinis et al. 2014; Butler et al. 2015). A largely neglected relationship refers to 

research and academic citizenship, i.e., the service carried out within and outside 

organizational boundaries on behalf and for the sake of the institution, such as serving on 

committees, acting as program directors, or representing the university on the media 

(Vogelgesang et al. 2010; Macfarlane 2011; Lawrence et al. 2012). Academic citizenship is 

necessary for university management and thriving, and this consideration prompts the need 

for investigating the relationship between research and academic citizenship further. 

This paper aims to grasp the interplay between research and service behaviors and what 

factors affect this relationship. Through a quantitative multi-method study conducted on a 

sample of academics in the accounting discipline in Italy, we bring to the fore five groups of 

academics. Three of them are polarized on a specific activity: research, institutional service, 

or public service. Members of a fourth group perform a variety of activities, while individuals 

belonging to yet another group are ‘caught in between’ different activities. We also show that 

a path-dependent effect actually drives the affiliation of academics to the above groups, while 

other individual characteristics like academic rank turn out not to affect significantly research 
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and service outcomes. The effect of gender is multifaceted: while it shows that men do not 

excel in scientific productivity, it does not corroborate the expectation that women take most 

charge of academic citizenship, either. Male faculty in fact tend to outperform women in 

terms of service that conveys visibility and prestige. 

Our paper raises awareness towards the effects of interventions that may be based on 

formally good principles, such as fostering national growth through excellence in research 

and an increase in efficiency (Martin 2011; Fussy 2017). Only a limited number of 

individuals can perform well both in research and academic citizenship: the largest majority 

either stick to one type of activity or perform scarcely in all the activities investigated. 

Additionally, when international criteria of scientific productivity are taken into account, the 

effort of academics that target local audiences are trivialized. They can be considered as 

unproductive when they actually are not. Eventually, policy makers should comprehend that 

stress on research may come at the expense of service that is fundamental for organizational 

life, and accordingly introduce appropriate rewards to acknowledge service. 

 

2. Theoretical Background 

2.1. Different engagements in academic life 

Academics across the world experience the everyday challenge of combining different, often 

competing, requests, ranging from teaching to service and research. If managing the 

‘contested triad’ (Pifer and Baker 2013, p. 118) and being able to assume a ‘tripartite role’ 

(Macfarlane 2011, p.59) made of teaching, research, and service, has always been part of 

academic life, faculty would enjoy in the past considerable autonomy without an overt 

pressure to excel in research leading to the perception of ‘winners and losers in a game of 

academic prestige’ (Knights and Clarke 2014, p. 338). The emphasis placed on research 

outcomes over the past decades has, however, presented faculty members with the necessity 

to handle potentially conflicting choices. As Pifer and Baker (2013, p. 118) stated, ‘it is no 
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longer the case that the average academic is employed in a tenure-line position that formally 

weighs all three roles equally (and informally values research first and foremost)’. Over the 

past years, following a similar trend across countries, evaluation of research has become the 

central premise of the functioning of most universities and of individual career advancement 

(Knights and Clarke 2014), and performance-based measurement systems have been 

implemented (Frølich 2011; Teelken 2015; Fussy 2017).  

Research is not the only expectation posed upon academics, though, as the experience of 

most of our readers can testify to. Academics are still called to perform other duties: teach 

students, have an impact on society through knowledge transfer, and provide service within 

and outside the boundaries of their organizations (Macfarlane 2007; Aguinis et al. 2014). 

Some meaningful expressions have been used to describe the struggle that academics 

increasingly face to realize to which activities they should devote effort (Bak and Kim 2015). 

Knights and Clarke (2014, p. 6) named it the ‘competitive nature of performative demands’, 

while Empson (2013, p. 233) referred to the ‘infidelities’ and to the sensation of ‘leading a 

double life’ that faculty members feel when they shift away from research-related activities. 

In general, Holmstrom and Milgrom (1994) talked about an ‘effort substitution’ that leads 

individuals to sacrifice teaching and administrative work in favor of research, which has been 

identified as a trade-off between research and teaching (e.g., Hattie and Marsh 1996; Wiley et 

al. 2016). A trade-off has been evoked for the relationship between research and knowledge 

transfer to various stakeholders, too (e.g., Hodgkinson and Starkey 2011; Aguinis et al. 2014; 

Kieser et al. 2015). 

 

2.2. The interplay between research and academic citizenship 

A still overlooked interplay regards research and academic citizenship (Shils 1997; Kennedy 

1997; Lawrence et al. 2012; Holland 2016). Although this label refers to citizenship, there is 
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a difference from the organizational citizenship behaviors investigated in organizational 

studies (e.g., Organ et al. 2005): while academic citizenship is meant to benefit organizations, 

it is not necessarily chosen on a voluntary basis nor is it performed without any expectations 

of recognition, be it formal or informal. In the higher education case, academic citizenship 

can be quite diverse in nature (Macfarlane, 2007, Vogelgesang et al. 2010; Holland, 2016). A 

synthetic classification is proposed by Lawrence et al. (2012) who underline the service 

nature of academic citizenship: it can be service to one’s discipline or discipline-based 

service (e.g. organizing an academic conference, acting as a peer reviewer or journal editor), 

service to the university or institutional service (e.g., being the director of a degree program 

or a member of the university Senate), or service to the community or public service (e.g., 

giving public lectures, sitting on boards of public and charitable organizations). 

The difficulty to combine research and academic citizenship that individuals may experience 

in their work life actually calls into question an organizational paradox. Academic citizenship 

is as essential for universities as it is still scarcely formally rewarded. Literature is in fact 

mostly silent about the acknowledgment of citizenship for scholars’ career progression 

(Macfarlane 2011; Lawrence et al. 2012). Among the remarkable exceptions, Neumann and 

Terosky (2007) posited that, while service to profession may be considered in tenure 

decisions, public and institutional service is usually not. Concerning this, it is worth stressing 

that discipline-based activities are the kind of service that most resonates with research 

engagement, as they both address the scientific community (Thompson et al. 2005).  

A decline in academic citizenship related to the emphasis posed on research has been voiced 

by many scholars (e.g.,Thompson et al. 2005; Pifer and Baker 2013; Bolden et al. 2014). 

Academics’ effort might be so directed towards research that the metaphors of ‘hollowing 

out’ and ‘unbundling’ have been evoked for the academic role (Austin 2002; Macfarlane 

2011). The focus on research risks gradually depleting the role of academics of core tasks: 



 

 6 

staff members, such as teaching fellows specifically hired and trained, are replacing, in many 

situations, academics, thus taking on the role of ‘para-academics’ (Macfarlane 2011). This 

tendency has matched the concurrent enrichment of administrative staff roles with new tasks 

and interactions, particularly aimed at fundraising to sustain research and at fostering 

internationalization, which are turning them into ‘blended professionals’ (Whitchurch 2009, 

2010). The decline of service might be particularly subtle because it can gradually, perhaps to 

their unawareness, marginalize academics in decision-making processes, such as those 

concerning the teaching structure and the organization of departments and research groups. 

Consequently, by reducing academic citizenship, academics can be deprived of the possibility 

to have a say in the very choices that affect their, as well as their organizations’, future 

(Thompson et al. 2005). 

The relationship between research and academic citizenship can be fruitfully grasped in the 

case of the Italian higher education system, which is deemed an interesting case due to its 

history (Bonaccorsi et al. 2017). Long acknowledged to be a realm of favoritism ruled by 

‘academic mandarins’ and embedded in a network of power relations undermining 

meritocracy (Nature 2010; Abramo et al. 2011; Daraio and Moed 2011), Italian university has 

been the object of a reform in 2010, known as ‘Gelmini reform’, whose objectives were 

twofold: on one hand, introducing a performance-based measurement system to centrally 

allocate resources to single universities and improve overall efficiency; on the other, 

establishing research achievements as the foundation for promotion to associate and full 

professorship (Cartlidge 2010; Capano 2011; Bonaccorsi et al. 2017; Franceschini and 

Maisano 2017). Concerning this latter point, it was argued that a reform was necessary to 

‘free researchers from the virtual slavery under which they have been kept by old 

academicians’ (Frischknecht 2008): careers were believed to be submitted to personalistic 

and obscure decisions rather than to merit-based appraisals. The reform introduced a two-step 
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process for academic progressions (‘Abilitazione Scientifica Nazionale’ or National 

Qualification Exam: Capano 2011; Rebora and Turri 2013): in the former stage, a national 

competition takes place that requires that candidates first and foremost attain given 

publication records (the so-called ‘threshold values’), which differ from discipline to 

discipline, in order for their CVs to be taken into account. Academic citizenship is usually 

reported in CVs (Macfarlane 2018), but it has to be underlined that, while criteria for research 

assessment are specified in the national competition call and are the same for all disciplines, 

the criteria for gauging service are established by each disciplinary committee. The latter 

stage is a local competition that allows universities to select candidates for opening positions 

only among academics who have successfully passed the first step. The relevance explicitly 

conveyed to research over other academic outcomes by the reform design addressed the main 

concern that, unless accountability and transparency became the tenet of university choices at 

any level, Italian higher education would undergo a dramatic decline that had already been 

marked since 2008 (Daraio and Moed 2011; Bonaccorsi et al. 2015). 

 

3. The Individual Characteristics Affecting the Relationship between Research and 

Academic Citizenship 

This paper aims to inform our understanding of the relationship between research and 

academic citizenship through an analysis of Italian academics’ activities before and after the 

research-oriented reform. First, whether different types of interplay between research and 

service occur has to be grasped. Thus, we first intend to probe the existence of different 

patterns of engagement in research and service through the following hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 1: Exposed to research excellence pressure, academics display different 

combinations of research and academic citizenship activities.  
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Once tested whether different patterns between research and academic citizenship can be 

found after a focus on research has been legitimized, a better comprehension of the factors 

driving their interplay is needed. While studies on research have extensively tapped into the 

antecedents of scientific productivity both at the individual and organizational level (e.g., 

Landry et al. 2010; Salter et al. 2017), the still limited reflection on academic citizenship has 

mostly delved into the individual characteristics that may foster or hamper the enactment of 

service (Vogelgesang et al. 2010). We proceed along this line of investigation, which can be 

traced back to the autonomy and individual agency that faculty have traditionally been 

attributed (Pifer and Baker 2013; Knights and Clarke 2014), with the aim to shed further light 

on the personal features that influence engagement in research or in academic citizenship. It 

has to reminded, though, that, even when individual features are taken into account, 

speculation on academic citizenship still lags significantly behind the robust theorizing that 

has targeted scientific productivity so far. 

In particular, academics may be subjected to a path dependency that motivates them to repeat 

familiar activities. According to behavioral consistency theory (Wernimont and Campbell 

1968), in fact, the best predictor of a future job performance is the past performance in the 

same task. Being able to successfully carry out a task increases related skills and fosters 

knowledge of the process. The experience cumulated within a domain can lay the premises 

for attaining social validation of one’s identity as expert in that field and generate a sense of 

self-enhancement and self-continuity (Ashforth 2001; Swann et al. 2009; Ashforth et al. 

2016). This explanation, rooted in cognitive and social psychology, can underlie research 

performance: past productivity has in fact been shown to explain future publication results 

(Williamson and Cable 2003). Path dependency has been also framed in terms of cumulative 

advantages for scientific recognition investigated in hard sciences: academics who have 
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robust publication records receive more funding, can set up performative research groups, 

build or expand laboratories, and buy new equipment, thus paving the way for further high-

quality research (Bonaccorsi et al. 2017). It also holds true, as we posit, for academics who 

have been good citizens of their institutions in the past, which can be represented by the 

activities carried out in former research evaluation exercise, and continue along this track 

since it allows them to feel knowledgeable and valuable to themselves and to others. 

Accordingly, we test the following hypotheses: 

 

Hypothesis 2.a: Previous research-oriented performance favors research in the interplay 

between research and academic citizenship. 

Hypothesis 2.b: Previous academic citizenship performance favors academic citizenship in 

the interplay between research and academic citizenship.  

 

Studies on academic citizenship also pointed out role and gender as individual features able 

to influence the propensity to carry out academic citizenship and research. The relationship 

between academic rank and research is controversial (Baccini et al. 2014). On one hand, rank 

advancement can positively affect research performance, since full professors can have easier 

access to funding and attract talented junior researchers in their team (the so-called ‘status 

effect’: e.g., Tien and Blackburn (1996). Salter et al.’s (2017) findings corroborate this 

assumption showing that senior faculty privilege scientific productivity over impact on 

society. On the other, many studies maintained that, once a career progress has been 

achieved, incentives to produce research diminish, so that junior lecturers are more active 

than full professors (e.g., Fabel 2008). Finally, position can exert no effect on research 

productivity when other variables are taken into account (Over 1982). In the Italian context, it 

is notable that, according to the Gelmini reform, full professors must maintain a high-profile 
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publication record if they wish to enter the committees in charge of national and local 

competitions. Literature tells us that the type of service that faculty undertake depends on 

their role, as well: senior academics are more willing to perform service roles with high status 

and power like journal editors, while junior academics execute less prestigious tasks 

(Macfarlane 2007). Full professors tend also to engage in public service as it confers 

visibility beyond the university boundaries (Plater 1998). According to Misra et al. (2011), if 

junior researchers are usually shielded from public service to preserve their research time and 

full professors take on only the most prestigious tasks, it is associate professors who are 

loaded with the greatest part of the academic citizenship burden. Relatedly, a large-scale 

empirical study conducted by Vogelgesang et al. (2010) in US colleges and universities 

unraveled how a higher academic rank increased the likelihood of performing public service, 

and similar conclusions were conveyed by Abreu et al. (2009) for UK academics. We expand 

on these findings to propose that: 

 

Hypothesis 3.a: A higher academic rank disfavors research in the interplay between research 

and academic citizenship. 

Hypothesis 3.b: A higher academic rank favors academic citizenship in the interplay between 

research and academic citizenship.  

 

Additionally, a conspicuous number of studies argued that gender affects research orientation: 

men focus more on research than women, even though they are not necessarily more productive 

nor is their production more qualified than that of their female colleagues (Groot and García-

Valderrama 2006; Leahey 2006). Concerning the Italian context, evidence by Benedetto et al. 

(2016) and by Abramo, D’Angelo, et al. (2013) disclosed that female academics tended to carry 

out fewer publications than their male colleagues, attributing this pattern to the former’s likely 
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greater involvement in children care, as also claimed for Quebec professors by Larivière et al. 

(2011). A gap between women and men is claimed in academic citizenship, too: Macfarlane 

(2007, p. 267) argued that the ‘gendered nature of academic citizenship roles also needs to be 

recognized.’ Women are good ‘campus citizens’ as they are endowed with an ‘ethics of care’ 

and an ‘institutional virtue’ that lead them to actively contribute to the thriving of the 

organizations they are affiliated to (Gillan 1982; Burton 1997). Women are therefore engaged 

in the performance of service of all kind, while men prefer discipline-based and public service 

since it is more visible and confers higher status (Baez 2000; Misra et al. 2011). In particular, 

female associate professors tend to enact the majority of academic citizenship (Burton 1997; 

Misra et al. 2011). We therefore formulate the following hypotheses: 

 

Hypothesis 4.a: Male academics favor research in the interplay between research and 

academic citizenship. 

Hypothesis 4.b: Female academics favor academic citizenship in the interplay between 

research and academic citizenship.  

 

3.1. Control variables 

Contextual factors play an important role in the explanation of research productivity, whereas 

they are still marginally considered in the literature on academic citizenship. Regarding 

university size, large universities are in general expected to outperform small universities in 

terms of the quality and quantity of resources offered to the research process (Beyer et al. 

1995). Evidence on Italian universities shows a trivial effect of size on research quality, 

though: unlike other countries, it emerged as statistically insignificant (Ancaiani et al. 2015; 

Bonaccorsi et al. 2006, 2015). The effect of size on academic citizenship is quite different. 

University size is believed to negatively influence faculty’s intention to perform service 
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(Macfarlane 2007, 2011). In large institutions in fact, the sense of belonging to a close 

community is weakened, there is more role specialization, with an enrichment of 

administrative roles that can integrate or even replace some faculty’s tasks (Whitchurch 

2009). Consequently, faculty’s commitment to academic citizenship is reduced.  

Another relevant contextual factor called into question is the university orientation towards 

teaching or research. Research-intensive universities place emphasis on research through the 

recruiting process and the quality of administrative staff. Conversely, teaching-focused 

universities revolve around service to students and put the care for students first, promoting 

service of any kind (Macfarlane 2011). As a consequence, research-intensive universities are 

expected to foster individuals’ attention to research (Taylor and Cantwell 2015), whereas 

teaching-focused universities drive academics towards service. In the Italian context 

specifically, research productivity is positively related to University ranking based on 

triennial research assessment exercises (Abramo et al. 2014). 

The influence of university age has been examined, too. Since Italian universities have been 

founded throughout a long time span, dating from 1088 (birth of the University of Bologna) 

on, studies have questioned the effect of age for scientific productivity. In general, age does 

not impact upon research excellence, but for few disciplines like Chemistry, Medicine, and 

Law (Ancaiani et al. 2015; Benedetto et al. 2016). Moreover, the literature has tapped into 

funding and international mobility as contextual factors affecting scientific productivity. A 

positive influence of funding has been acknowledged: overall, research benefits from the 

availability of financial resources able to yield access to various sources of knowledge 

(Daraio and Moed 2011). This occurrence applies to Italian universities, as shown by 

Ancaiani et al. (2015) and by Abramo, Cicero, et al. (2013), who posit a particularly high 

effect for STEM disciplines. Another relevant contextual factor to explain Italian academics’ 

scientific productivity is universities’ geographical location: academics affiliated to Southern 
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universities have been shown to be less performing in research than Northern universities’ 

colleagues (Ancaiani et al. 2015; Benedetto et al. 2016). Finally, academics’ international 

mobility reinforces network assets and prompts international collaboration that can sustain 

the publication record, as testified also by works on the Italian higher education system 

(Daraio and Moed 2011; Landry et al. 2010; Benedetto et al. 2016). 

 

4. Data and Methods 

4.1 Data collection 

To test our hypotheses, we focused on academics in the accounting discipline. Pursuing 

research excellence was particularly challenging in this field since, as with most disciplines 

pertaining to business schools, it had long been oriented to practice and impact rather than to 

research and rigor (Knights and Clarke 2014; Salter et al. 2017). The considerable leap from 

being a ‘training ground for the managers of tomorrow’ to ‘a site where career-oriented 

academics produce esoteric knowledge for a small community of peers’, Butler et al. (2015, 

p. 731), makes this discipline particularly suitable to investigate the interplay between the 

research and service. To advance the relevance of studying academic citizenship in the 

accounting field, it is remarkable that, since an impact through technology transfer is quite 

difficult to achieve in accounting, academic citizenship is deemed critical to link the theory 

developed through research to the practice deployed beyond the university boundaries (Beech 

et al. 2010; Knights and Clarke 2014; Butler et al. 2015).  

To have a full picture of publication outcomes, we resorted to the Scopus database, 

considered a reliable source for accounting for research excellence internationally (Baruffaldi 

et al. 2016; Chavarro et al. 2017). We complemented data on research outcomes including 

information on the number of papers published on non-Scopus-indexed journals, number of 

books, book chapters, and conference proceedings, from a dataset on the evaluation of Italian 
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universities by the National Agency for the Evaluation of University and Research 

(ANVUR). The inclusion of these research outcomes is consistent with scientific productivity 

in Social Sciences and Humanities, which often has a local target and is reported in the 

national language (Nederhof 2006; Bonaccorsi et al. 2017).To gather information about 

academic citizenship, we followed the consolidated praxis of collecting faculty’s CVs as 

primary data sources (Dietz and Bozeman 2005; Gaughan 2009). CVs offer a privileged 

position to explore the academic profession, since they have become a necessary form of 

personal branding that scholars update and deploy at different stages of their career 

(Macfarlane 2018). The stress on accountability and transparency in academia has in fact 

provided scholars with incentives to offer the most accurate picture of their technical, social, 

and human capital (Cañibano and Bozeman 2009). As a consequence, CVs represent a 

reliable source about the whole set of professional achievements in a rich and longitudinal 

format (Dietz et al. 2000). In line with Bagues et al. (2017), we resorted to an indirect 

collection of CVs because of its lower intrusiveness (Gaughan and Bozeman 2002). We 

downloaded the CVs of Italian candidates for associate and full professorship from the 

website of the National Qualification Exam1. On the same site, we collected also the CVs of 

candidates to national evaluation committees, whose members can be only full professors. To 

integrate with CVs of academics who did not participate in the National Qualification Exam 

as candidates nor as evaluators, we looked up university webpages, websites related to 

research projects and professional associations. At the end of our search, we were able to 

collect 353 full CVs. The sample is composed of 35% females, 44% assistant professors, 

29% associate professors, 27% full professors. Chi-square tests revealed that our sample does 

not differ significantly from the population of Italian academics in the accounting discipline 

                                                      
1 We downloaded the CVs of the first wave of 2016 from the following website: 

http://abilitazione.miur.it/public/pubblicacandidati_16.php  
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in terms of gender, academic rank, and university of affiliation.  

Finally, we integrated our dataset with information about universities to account for 

contextual factors: in line with Calcagnini et al. (2016), we used the research quality ranking 

of Italian universities for the 2004-2010 evaluation exercise provided by ANVUR (2013). We 

relied on the same source to collect information about international mobility and funding. In 

order for the size of each university to be assessed, we considered the number of students 

enrolled in 2010 as reported by the Italian Ministry of Education, Universities, and Research 

(2014). University age was calculated based on the foundation year of each university as 

reported on universities’ websites, and we determined university location distinguishing 

among universities located in the North, the Center, and the South of the country (Ancaiani et 

al. 2015). 

We developed a coding procedure for the set of variables inquired involving one of the co-

authors and two other coders, and, following the process proposed by (Dietz et al. 2000), the 

protocol was tested on two sets of ten CVs, reaching a Crittenden and Hill (1971) intercoder 

reliability higher than the 0.85 threshold (Dietz et al. 2000). 

We divided the data regarding academics’ activities into two different periods that 

corresponded to two subsequent research evaluation exercises (‘Valutazione della Qualità 

della Ricerca’): the former covers the years going from 2004 to 2010, when scholars were 

exposed to the pre-Gelmini reform evaluation criteria, and the latter covers the 2011-2013 

time lapse, when scholars were subjected to the post-Gelmini reform appraisal system.  

 

4.2 Measures 

For each of the two evaluation exercises, we gathered the same set of variables. Concerning 

academic citizenship, we relied on the classification elaborated by Lawrence et al. (2012), 

developing an original operationalization that is described in Table 1 alongside the other 
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measures adopted.  

------------------------ 

Table 1 about here 

------------------------ 

The correlation matrix between variables does not show significant high values, ruling out 

multicollinearity that would undermine the analysis validity (Hair et al. 2010). 

 

4.3 Methods 

4.3.1 Cluster analysis 

The presence of different patterns of interplay can be grasped through the emergence of 

clusters of academics (Hair et al. 2010).  

To test Hypothesis 1 we selected Institutional service, Discipline-based service, and Public 

service in the 2011-2013 period as measures of three different types of academic citizenship, 

while the variable High-quality research outputs was employed to account for research 

excellence. Using a graphical approach, we detected extreme values in the sample and 

eliminated eight observations as outliers that could distort the analysis (Ketchen and Shook 

1996). To enhance the validity of the solution (Milligan 1980; Punj and Stewart 1983), we 

applied a two-step combination approach following the procedure suggested by Hair et al. 

2010 (p. 508). The Duda and Hart (1973) stopping rule was applied to find out the optimal 

number of clusters, with a further check with the dendrogram technique (Ketchen and Shook 

1996). An Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was performed to confirm the significance of 

differences between clustering variables (Hair et al. 2010, p. 527).  

We interpreted the solution obtained by examining the mean values of the clustering 

variables for each emergent cluster (Hair et al. 2010; Everitt et al. 2011). We assessed cluster 

stability by measuring the consistency of cluster membership across the solutions generated 
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by other clustering algorithms (McIntyre and Blashfield 1980; Ketchen and Shook 1996), and 

then we evaluated the criterion validity of the solution. 

Finally, in order to identify peculiar features of the clusters, we performed additional 

ANOVA tests on the average values of overall productivity between clusters considering 

papers published on non-Scopus-indexed journals, books, book chapters, and conference 

proceedings. We also compared each cluster with the overall sample through Chi-square tests 

to investigate whether each cluster is distributed differently from the entire sample in terms of 

University location, size, research orientation, and age.  

 

4.3.2 Multinomial logistic regression 

To test Hypotheses 2 to 4, according to Brida et al. (2010), we treated the cluster membership 

as our dependent variable in a Multinomial Logistic Regression (MLR) (McFadden 1973). 

We included individual variables (High-quality research outputs, Institutional service, 

Discipline-based service, Public service, Academic Rank, Gender) and contextual features 

(University research orientation, University size, University international mobility, 

University funding, University location, and University age) in the 2004-2010 period as 

independent variables to predict cluster membership. We tested for the independence of 

irrelevant alternatives (IIA) (Greene 2012), running the Hausman (1978) specification test, 

and checked the amount of multicollinearity measuring the Variance Inflation Factors (VIF). 

 

5. Findings 

5.1 Cluster analysis 

In the first stage of the two-step combination approach, the application of the Duda and Hart 

(1973) stopping rule suggested that the most appropriate number of cluster be five. 

Significant differences in variables’ means across the clusters were confirmed by significant 
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ANOVA tests. 

In order for clusters to be validated, we cross-tabulated the cluster memberships of two 

solutions of five clusters obtained through different methods (McIntyre and Blashfield 1980). 

Only 8.7% of observations changed their cluster membership, which is considered a very 

stable solution (Hair et al. 2010). The significance of an ANOVA on a variable not included 

in the analysis—High-quality research outputs in 2004-2010 time period—confirmed the 

solution criterion validity. The profiles of the five clusters are reported in Table 2 that shows 

the average values of the four clustering variables, alongside the number of academics in 

each cluster, the average values of additional individual variables related to research (Other 

papers, Books, Book chapters, Conference proceedings), and the distribution of cluster 

membership across categorical variables (Gender, Academic rank, University location, 

University size, University research orientation, and University age).  

--------------------------------- 

Table 2 about here 

--------------------------------- 

The emergence of defined clusters from our dataset shows different patterns of interplay 

between research and academic citizenship: three groups out of five are polarized either on 

research or on a type of service, while the other two are more balanced, providing support for 

Hypothesis 1. The first cluster grouped 65 academics (18.8%) devoted to research, whom we 

called ‘Researchers’. They produced on average 3.5 Scopus papers each in the 2011-2013 

period, outperforming members of other clusters. The second cluster was composed of 90 

academics (26.1%) dedicated to institutional and professional service (3.1 commitments in 

three years), whom we labelled as ‘Institutional heroes’. Public service was peculiar of 

another cluster, whose 35 academics (10.1%) took on roles in professional association boards 

or in other external organizations. Their involvement was significantly higher (3.5 
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commitments in three years) than that pertaining to peers in the other clusters. We named this 

cluster ‘Ambassadors’. While these first three groups were polarized on specific types of 

academic citizenship, the remaining two clusters were not oriented towards a specific 

approach, but they still radically differed from each other. A quite interesting group was 

made up of 18 academics (only 5.2%) whom we labelled as ‘All-rounders’, because they 

could cope with all the activities considered, even outperforming colleagues in other clusters. 

Finally, and remarkably, a large number of academics (39.7%) could be found in the so-

called ‘Lost in action’ group, whose mean values were the lowest for each clustering variable. 

A question may arise concerning this group of academics: What do they actually do? The 

analysis of data on their overall scientific productivity unraveled that they published more 

papers on journals not indexed on Scopus than ‘Researchers’: 1.8 against 0.9, and the 

ANOVA run between clusters on this variable was significant (p < 0.01). The other 

dimensions of productivity considered (Books, Book chapters, and Conference proceedings) 

did not show significant differences across clusters based on the ANOVA. 

The analysis of the patterns of members’ distribution across the three geographical areas in 

Italy did not report significant differences between clusters and the overall sample. In other 

words, clusters were distributed in the same way as the sample across the country and not 

concentrated in a single geographical area: in particular, this means that ‘Researchers’ and 

‘All-rounders’ were not located in the most developed area, i.e. Northern Italy. A similar 

result emerged for University age: clusters were distributed like the sample in terms of age, 

that is, they caould not be traced back to different institutional life spans. 

Differences between the distribution of the sample and the clusters were found for University 

size: ‘Researchers’ were more concentrated in large universities (75.4%) than the sample 

(66.7%), while they were less present in small universities (1.5% vs 9.3%).  

Finally, distribution across University rankings yielded interesting results. Researchers were 
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more affiliated to high-ranking universities than the overall sample: for instance, the first 

quartile of the ranking grouped 35.4% of ‘Researchers’ vs 29.8% of the sample. A similar 

pattern, albeit sharper, was followed by ‘All-rounders’: they mostly belonged to top-ranking 

institutions (61.1%). Conversely, the distribution of ‘Institutional heroes’ showed a higher 

concentration in low-ranking universities than the sample: for example, in the fourth quartile 

they reached 22.2% in comparison to 15.4% of the sample.  

 

5.2 Multinomial logistic regression 

To test the hypotheses on the effect of individual features on cluster membership, we ran a 

multinomial logistic regression with the ‘Lost in action’ cluster as baseline comparison 

group. The Hausman (1978) specification test supported the independence of alternatives for 

all the other clusters. The highest VIF obtained was equal to 3.62, lower than the 

recommended cutoff value of 10 (Kutner et al. 2004, p. 409), proving that multicollinearity 

did not affect our results. Table 3 shows the outcomes of the MLR in terms of Relative Risk 

Ratios of belonging to a cluster different from the baseline (‘Lost in action’).  

--------------------------------- 

Table 3 about here 

--------------------------------- 

We found support for path-dependency (Hypotheses 2.a and 2.b): previous commitments to 

research and/or academic citizenship had a strong positive influence on the chances of later 

being part of groups polarized on these same activities, while their effect on other cluster 

memberships was weaker or not significant. Being productive in research, namely increasing 

by one unit the number of papers published on Scopus in the 2004-2010 period, raised the 

odds of becoming part of the ‘Researchers’ cluster by 86% and of the ‘All-rounders’ cluster 

by 182%. The effect is not significant for ‘Ambassadors’ and ‘Institutional heroes’. Previous 
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commitment to institutional service significantly increased the chances of belonging to the 

‘Institutional heroes’ cluster: any additional citizenship activities of this kind undertaken in 

the past six years increased the likelihood by 29% in the subsequent three-year time span. 

Institutional service has a significant effect, albeit weaker, on belongingness to the 

‘Researchers’ group, too. Relatedly, an additional public activity carried out in the past 

enhanced the chance of being in the ‘Ambassadors’ cluster by 43%.  

A different reflection should be formulated for ‘All-rounders’: the number of academics who 

exceled in all types of behaviors is very low (5.22%), and several factors affected cluster 

membership. All citizenship activities had a significant positive influence on the odds ratio, 

except for public service, which exerts a partially significant negative effect (-34%). This 

may be due to the fact that ‘All-rounders’ developed through a pathway based primarily on 

research and academia-oriented service.  

The odds of belonging to the ‘Researchers’ and ‘Institutional heroes’ (plus the ‘All-

rounders’) clusters were positively affected also by previous discipline-based activities, 

respectively by 48% and 68%. This kind of service appeared therefore as a particularly 

virtuous engagement able to lead to excellence both in research and in academic citizenship. 

As underlined above, it represents a meaningful connection between research and service 

(Thompson et al. 2005). 

We did not find support for Hypotheses 3.a and 3.b on the effect of academic rank, thus 

testifying to the controversial influence exerted by rank on research and academic citizenship 

(e.g. Baccini et al. (2014), with the sole exception of ‘All-rounders’. Full professors had 

lower chances of becoming ‘All-rounders’ than assistant professors (-82%), but significance 

is weak.  

Concerning the hypotheses on gender (4.a and 4.b), being a male had a partially significant 

effect on the chances of being in the ‘Researchers’ cluster, lessening them by 50%, in line 
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with Groot and García-Valderrama (2006). Consequently, Hypothesis 4.a is confuted. We 

found also an effect of gender on academic citizenship-oriented clusters: the odds for males 

of being part of the ‘Ambassadors’ were 233% higher than for females, although only 

partially significant, coherently with the assumption that men be more interested in public 

activities (Baez 2000; Misra et al. 2011).. Our analysis confutes Hypothesis 4.b on the higher 

likelihood of female academics of engaging in academic citizenship (Vogelgesang et al. 

2010), as well.  

The analysis of contextual variables showed that University size affected the research-

intensive cluster: working in a small university diminishes the chances of being affiliated 

with the ‘Researchers’ cluster (-85%) compared to operating in a larger institution, although 

significance is weak. This finding is consistent with general expectations about the interplay 

between University size and scientific productivity, but not with the Italian setting for which 

no relevant relationship has been found so far (e.g., Bonaccorsi et al. 2015; Taylor and 

Cantwell 2015). Also working in a medium-sized university was 97% less favorable than 

working in a large university, as far as the odds of becoming an ‘All-rounder’ were 

concerned. Unlike theoretical assumptions (Macfarlane 2007, 2011), academic citizenship did 

not seem to be impacted by University size since memberships in ‘Institutional heroes’ and 

‘Ambassadors’ clusters were not significantly influenced by institutional size.  

Regarding University research orientation, it affected the odds of being part of the 

‘Institutional Heroes’ cluster, as theorized by Macfarlane (2007): the lower the ranking of the 

university, the higher the possibility of being in that cluster, ranging from 370% to 715% of 

odds increase. The effect of this control variable on ‘Researchers’ or ‘All-rounders’ cluster 

memberships did not yield significant results, unlike extant literature on this issue (Taylor 

and Cantwell 2015).  

The third control variable taken into account, University age, did not significantly affect 
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cluster membership chances, consistently with previous findings on Italian universities 

(Ancaiani et al. 2015; Benedetto et al. 2016), with the sole exception of ‘All-rounders’: 

membership in this cluster is strongly influenced by belongingness to a modern university. 

This peculiar evidence deserves further elucidation, for instance through multiple case studies 

investigating the processes unfolding in different-sized universities. Regarding University 

location, no significant influence on cluster membership emerged from the analysis, contrary 

to the expectation that scientific productivity is higher in Northern Italy (e.g., Ancaiani et al. 

2015). 

Finally, University funding did not appear to significantly predict cluster membership, but for 

a weakly significant negative impact on being ‘Ambassadors’, likely because the sample is 

composed of academics in accounting whose research does not necessitate considerable 

investments in laboratories and equipment (Ancaiani et al. 2015; Abramo, Cicero, et al. 

2013). Conversely, international mobility significantly enhanced just the chances of being in 

the ‘All-rounders’ cluster (78%): experiences of foreign contexts likely made faculty not only 

appealing for, and willing to undertake, service activities, but also provided beneficial 

research stimuli.  

 

6. Discussion  

Our study addresses the relationship between allegedly competing academic commitments, 

investigating the interplay between research and academic citizenship. A cluster analysis 

reveals that, despite the pressure to publish more and better, half of the academics under 

study polarized their behaviors, respectively privileging research, institutional service, or 

public service, thus testifying to a likely effort substitution between academic tasks, with the 

exceptions of a large group that remained ‘stuck in the middle’ and of a scant cohort of 

scholars who exceled in all the facets.  
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Remarkably, the strongest explanation for belongingness to clusters resides in past 

performance. Path dependency is in fact the most meaningful predictor of future profiles in 

terms of research excellence and academic citizenship, while other individual features that 

have been empirically investigated or theoretically claimed to affect research performance 

and service engagement, such as academic rank, do not exert a significant influence for the 

academics that we analyzed.  

A thorough view of clusters allows us to expand on, or mark a difference with, some current 

assumptions. First, the five groups are distributed across Italy in the same way as the sample, 

whereas universities located in the North of the country, which has the highest concentration 

of innovative firms sensitive to research, usually rank higher in terms of scientific 

productivity (Ancaiani et al. 2015; Benedetto et al. 2016). The academic profiles that the 

clusters disclosed therefore stress a national trend rather than local idiosyncrasies.  

Second, academics that we labeled as ‘Lost in action’ based on indexed journals as an 

internationally recognized measure of scientific productivity (Daraio and Moed 2011; Lee et 

al. 2015) were not actually inactive: the average number of extra-Scopus publications that 

they attained doubled that of the so-called ‘Researchers’, albeit it was lower than the average 

number achieved by ‘Ambassadors’ and ‘Institutional heroes’. Different forms of 

productivity can thus be reported for individuals who would not qualify as outstanding 

scholars according to international standards, but whose publication record may be aligned 

with that prevalent in Social Sciences and Humanities, often targeting a local audience with 

its own needs and expectations (e.g., Austin 2002; Bonaccorsi et al. 2017). 

Third, taking university ranking into account, it is noteworthy that members of the clusters 

with good research performance (‘Researchers’ and ‘All-rounders’) are mostly located in the 

universities that score better, while ‘Institutional heroes’ tend to be affiliated to lower-ranking 

universities. Although coherent with the conjecture that scientific productivity thrives in 
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research-oriented environments (Taylor and Cantwell 2015), the relative concentration of 

academics with higher research performance in the best institutions problematizes the claim 

that there is more variance of top and low performers within Italian universities than across 

universities (Abramo et al. 2011; Abramo, D’Angelo, et al. 2013). In non-competitive 

systems like Italy, a difference in the distribution of top and low performers across 

organizations is not expected in fact. At the same time, the fact that ‘Institutional heroes’ are 

located in low-ranking universities is consistent with the idea that academic citizenship is 

intensely enacted in settings that do not stand out for research outcomes, but may privilege 

service (Macfarlane 2007, 2011). Overall, the argument that research and service might be 

substitute for each other gains strength from this finding. Moreover, the evidence that 

discipline-based service increases the chances of being part of the ‘Researchers’ and ‘All-

rounders’ groups sheds light on the kinship between this type of service and research 

excellence, in line with extant conjecture (Thompson et al. 2005; Nørgård and Bengtsen 

2016). 

Finally, the belief that women are intensely involved in academic citizenship due to their 

nurturing nature and propensity towards ‘institutional housekeeping’ (e.g., Vogelgesang et al. 

2010; Misra et al. 2011), while men are more dedicated to research (e.g., Groot and García-

Valderrama 2006; Leahey 2006), does not resonate with the emergent clustering structure. 

Male faculty have more chances to become ‘Ambassadors’ rather than ‘Researchers’: if it is 

not surprising that male academics may cater to a type of service that is visible and 

prestigious (Antonio et al. 2000; Vogelgesang et al. 2010), it is remarkable that they do not 

outperform women in research nor are these latter distinguished in terms of their academic 

citizenship intensity. 

Taken altogether, evidence reveals that emphasis on research, legitimized in Italy by a reform 

meant to sponsor accountability and transparency and to disrupt detrimental power relations, 
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has not dramatically changed academics’ patterns of behavior. Conversely, it has bound 

individuals to continue along their consolidated pathways, marking a gap between research 

and service and leaving a large number of faculty underperforming according to international 

standards. Alongside an explanation that relies on individuals’ need for self-continuity 

through the reiteration of familiar courses of action (Ashforth 2001), path dependency can be 

framed within the larger debate on the way research excellence has been injected into the 

Italian higher education system. Rebora and Turri (2013) stressed two shortcomings of this 

process. On one hand, research relevance was introduced out of imitation of other university 

systems. The Italian research evaluation exercise was in fact designed following the example 

of the British research assessment exercise, but without the strong New Public Management 

culture sustaining this latter. As described above, the Italian context was rather the opposite, 

imbued with inefficiency and obscure power relations. On the other, the reform was brought 

into Italian academics’ life without a sufficiently shared discussion. Consequently, diffidence 

and the perception of the difficulties implied prevailed over awareness of the underlying 

rationales and related opportunities. This performance-based evaluation system therefore 

reinforced individual resistance and failed to motivate the wished-for behavioral changes 

(Holmstrom and Milgrom 1994).  

Beyond informing our understanding of the relationship between research and service, our 

study conveys hints for policy making. The current Italian assessment of academics’ 

performance described above rewards primarily faculty that achieve given research standards 

and downgrades the relevance of academic citizenship. This trend was argued to apply to 

most higher education systems internationally (Macfarlane 2005; Aguinis et al. 2014; Butler 

et al. 2015). Accordingly, a look at the clusters disclosed by our analysis would lead us to tell 

that only academics belonging to the clusters that have been labeled as ‘Researchers’ and 

‘All-rounders’ would qualify for career advancements. While the role of ‘All-rounders’ needs 
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further investigation, they are strikingly a limited minority. Higher education policies should 

explicitly foster, since advertising job openings, and consistently reward academic 

citizenship, given its relevance for the effectiveness of organizational functioning (e.g., 

Macfarlane 2005; Starkey et al. 2009; Macfarlane 2011; Lawrence et al. 2012; Aguinis et al. 

2014).  

Thinking about research directions, this study has considered both in the cluster and in the 

regression analysis the factors that the few studies on academic citizenship have argued to be 

relevant. Future research should enrich this framework by including other elements in the 

study of academics’ choices concerning the tasks and roles to be enacted. For instance, other 

individual factors like personality traits and attitudes, such as job satisfaction and 

organizational identification, might be important for work-related decisions (e.g., George and 

Jones 2012). In addition, with regard to the service pyramid conceived of by Macfarlane 

(2007), our study has not tapped into service linked to teaching like collegial and student 

service. This is partly due to the fact that teaching requirements are quite standardized in Italy 

and, consequently, Italian academics’ CVs tend to overlook information on teaching-related 

activities (Abramo, Cicero, et al. 2013). We invite future research to provide a more 

comprehensive representation of service. Moreover, since our sample covers only faculty in 

accounting, studies in different disciplines are needed to make any claims more robust. 

Finally, this paper sheds light on the difficulties that academics can face to bring to 

convergence their being good citizens of the university and good researchers, which may 

leave them puzzled about which actions to take. It also shows that emphasis on research may 

leave behind a large number of academics, distributed across universities, who do not excel in 

research according to international standards, but are not inactive and can contribute to the 

development of knowledge in a different way. After almost a decade since the reform was 

introduced through a top-down logic in Italy, time is ripe to critically rethink the way 
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research excellence is conceived of and assessed, voicing the opinions of the individuals who 

daily experience, within departments and universities, the struggle to reconcile divergent 

expectations and tasks.  
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Table 2. Clusters profiles  

Numbers in bold mean that there are significant differences between the distribution of the cluster and the 

distribution of the sample.  

 Clusters  

 

Researchers 
Lost in 

Action 
Ambassadors 

Institutional 

heroes 

All-

rounders 
Total 

N 65 137 35 90 18 345 

% 18.84% 39.71% 10.14% 26.09% 5.22% 100% 

Institutional service 1.08 0.29 1.00 3.13 2.67 1.38 

Public service 0.86 0.12 3.51 0.49 1.22 0.76 

Discipline-based service 0.38 0.16 0.17 1.10 2.28 1.58 

High-quality research 

outputs 

3.52 0.45 0.66 0.64 9.61 0.56 

Other papers 0.92 1.81 2.40 5.57 0.28 2.60 

Books 1.31 1.23 1.49 1.53 1.39 1.36 

Book chapters 3.71 2.89 3.11 3.30 4.61 3.26 

Conference proceedings 2.34 1.50 1.66 1.67 1.78 1.73 

Male 56.92% 63.33% 88.57% 64.96% 61.11% 65.22% 

Academic rank       

Assistant professor 44.62% 48.89% 31.43% 44.53% 44.44% 44.34% 

Associate professor 33.85% 27.78% 31.43% 27.01% 33.33% 29.27% 

Full professor 21.54% 23.33% 37.14% 28.47% 22.22% 26.38% 

University location       

South 16.92% 24.82% 37.14% 27.78% 16.67% 24.93% 

Center 38.46% 24.82% 25.71% 21.11% 22.22% 26.38% 

North 44.62% 50.36% 37.14% 51.11% 61.11% 48.70% 

University dimension       

Small 1.54% 10.95% 11.43% 11.11% 11.11% 9.28% 

Medium 23.08% 23.36% 31.43% 23.33% 22.22% 24.06% 

Large 75.38% 65.69% 57.14% 65.56% 66.67% 66.67% 

University research 

orientation 
      

I quartile 35.38% 31.39% 37.14% 14.44% 61.11% 29.86% 

II quartile  33.85% 25.55% 17.14% 38.89% 11.11% 28.99% 

III quartile 27.69% 26.28% 25.71% 24.44% 22.22% 25.80% 

IV quartile 3.08% 16.79% 20.00% 22.22% 5.56% 15.36% 

University age       

Historical 72.31% 62.04% 51.43% 58.89% 61.11% 62.03% 

Modern 13.85% 13.87% 20.00% 12.22% 22.22% 14.49% 

Contemporary 13.85% 24.09% 28.57% 28.89% 16.67% 23.48% 



Table 3. Multinomial logistic model of the influence of individual and contextual features on 

cluster membership 

 

 Researchers Institutional heroes Ambassadors All-rounders 

         

  RRR RRR RRR RRR 

High-quality research 

outputs (2004-2010) 

1.86*** 

 

1.21 

 

1.24 

 

2.82*** 

 

Institutional service  

(2004-2010) 

1.10* 

 

1.29*** 

 

1.09 

 

1.31*** 

 

Discipline-based service  

(2004-2010)  

1.48** 

 

1.41** 

 

1.13 

 

1.68** 

 

Public service  

(2004-2010)  

1.12 

 

1.07 

 

1.43*** 

 

0.66* 

 

Academic rank  

(baseline: Assistant prof.) 

        

Associate prof.  1.02 

 

0.91 

 

1.22 

 

0.72 

 

Full prof.  0.50 

 

0.67 

 

1.31 

 

0.18* 

 

Male 0.50* 1.15 3.33* 0.60 

University size  

(baseline: Large Univ.) 

        

Medium  0.50 

 

1.01 

 

2.23 

 

0.03* 

 

Small  0.15* 

 

0.94 

 

0.77 

 

0.34 

 

University location  

(baseline: South) 

    

Center  1.37 0.99 0.71 1.79 

North  0.95 1.55 0.43 15.77 

University research 

orientation  

(baseline I quartile) 

        

II quartile 2.31 

 

4.70** 

 

0.69 

 

2.84 

 

III quartile 2.05 

 

5.33** 

 

0.62 

 

29.55 

 

IV quartile  0.37 8.15** 1.12 4.94 

University age  

(baseline: Historical) 

 

    

Modern  1.57 1.14 1.27 33.65** 

Contemporary  1.17 1.40 2.42 6.29 

University  

funding 

1.01 0.98 0.92* 0.98 

University  

international mobility 

1.15 1.10 1.19 1.78** 

Constant 0.12** 0.03*** 0.03** 0.00** 

N = 345; c2= 224.64; Prob > c2 = 0.00; df = 72;  

McFadden's R2 = 0.255; Maximum Likelihood R2 = 0.515 

Baseline outcome: ‘Lost in action’ cluster. 

*** (**, *) indicate a significance level of 1% (5%, 10%) 


