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META-RESEARCH

How significant are the public
dimensions of faculty work in
review, promotion and tenure
documents?
Abstract Much of the work done by faculty at both public and private universities has significant

public dimensions: it is often paid for by public funds; it is often aimed at serving the public good; and

it is often subject to public evaluation. To understand how the public dimensions of faculty work are

valued, we analyzed review, promotion, and tenure documents from a representative sample of 129

universities in the US and Canada. Terms and concepts related to public and community are

mentioned in a large portion of documents, but mostly in ways that relate to service, which is an

undervalued aspect of academic careers. Moreover, the documents make significant mention of

traditional research outputs and citation-based metrics: however, such outputs and metrics reward

faculty work targeted to academics, and often disregard the public dimensions. Institutions that seek

to embody their public mission could therefore work towards changing how faculty work is assessed

and incentivized.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.42254.001

JUAN P ALPERIN*, CAROL MUÑOZ NIEVES, LESLEY A SCHIMANSKI, GUSTAVO E
FISCHMAN, MEREDITH T NILES AND ERIN C MCKIERNAN

Introduction
Review, promotion and tenure (RPT) processes

are a cornerstone of academic life at higher edu-

cation institutions in the United States and Can-

ada. They can influence where faculty focus their

attention, the activities they choose to pursue,

and choices such as the direction of their

research program and the venues where they

publish their work, especially during the pre-ten-

ure period (Harley et al., 2010). Unsurprisingly,

RPT has been the subject of much scrutiny (for

examples see Gordon, 2008; Schimanski and

Alperin, 2018). While previous studies

(Gardner and Veliz, 2014; Youn and Price,

2009) have documented how expectations of

faculty have expanded from having to excel in

either teaching, research or service, to having to

demonstrate excellence in all three, research

continues to be the most highly valued aspect of

faculty work (Acker and Webber, 2016;

Green and Baskind, 2007; Macfarlane, 2007).

Teaching is typically valued less than research,

despite teaching duties often representing more

than half of the workload (Diamond and Adam,

1998), and service activities come a distant third

(Fischman et al., 2018; Foos et al., 2004).

Where, then, in this context of ever-expand-

ing responsibilities and emphasis on research,

does a commitment to the public come into the

RPT process? This depends, of course, on which

concept of public one focuses on and what

dimensions are emphasized. In 2010 one of us

(GEF) and two colleagues offered four basic

dimensions of publicness that are used in discus-

sions about what it means for universities to ful-

fill their public missions (Fischman et al., 2010).

Perhaps the most frequently used dimension is

that which refers directly to the concept of pub-

lic patronage in the sense that public universities
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in the United States and Canada belong to, and

are administered by, federal, state or provincial

agencies such as a state’s appointed board of

regents. A second dimension relates to the

widespread notion that public universities should

be as close as possible to free of cost, or the

cost should not be a barrier to access through

the use of financial assistance. A third dimension

of publicness stems from the belief that universi-

ties should operate with the mission of address-

ing general social problems, promoting the

common good, and emphasizing the social con-

tributions of educational achievement beyond

the individuals’ benefit of access to higher edu-

cation. Finally, the publicness of a university

requires addressing the notion of accountability:

to whom are higher education organizations

accountable? Who represents the public interest

in assessing the public effectiveness of an

organization?

Notably, the work of faculty members inter-

sects with all these dimensions: a good deal of

research and development activities are sup-

ported with public money (i.e., public patron-

age), even at private institutions (NSF, 2016);

faculty labor in the form of teaching, research

and service is supposed to serve the common

good and address social problems (i.e., public

good), for which universities in the US and Can-

ada receive a tax-exempt status; and, perhaps

now more than ever, faculty need to demon-

strate the value of their work (i.e., public

accountability), and are therefore subject to

more intense public scrutiny. Faculty work is also

related in multiple ways to keeping the costs of

access (at least at public universities) as low as

possible (i.e., public access). Among other

things, faculty work intersects with this economic

dimension through their salaries (which are

directly linked to maintaining low fees and

tuition), their work as administrators, and

through the expansion of their fund seeking

actions (including fundraising activities not

related to research grants). As universities strug-

gle to define their own publicness, how do fac-

ulty effectively manage their careers in ways that

support the various dimensions of the public

mission of universities?

There appear to be organizational tensions

between demands for demonstrating the public

value of scholarship (i.e., public accountability)

and the focus on "high prestige" or "high

impact" publications by RPT committees. If

publicness is interpreted as promoting public

good, we might expect there to be calls for

research outputs to take forms that are more

ready for public consumption (not just more

publicly available). Yet, determining the "pres-

tige" of a publication venue is usually done at

the discretion of evaluation committees

(King et al., 2006; Seipel, 2003), through

ranked lists or tiers supplied by academic institu-

tions (Malsch and Tessier, 2015), or directly

through impact factors and other citation met-

rics that measure use only within other scholarly

works (Adler et al., 2009; Walker et al., 2010).

These measures of prestige and impact reinforce

the most commonly found publishing formats

and venues (e.g., journal articles, books and con-

ference presentations), which do not usually

serve public needs in the way other forms do

more directly (e.g., blog posts, podcasts, public

outreach events). In the sense of public patron-

age, we might expect the emphasis on publica-

tions to move towards the use of open access

(OA) models with the public gaining access to

the work they are funding. OA has indeed

grown, with around 50% of the most recent liter-

ature being freely available to the public (Arch-

ambault, 2018; Archambault et al., 2014;

Piwowar et al., 2018). Yet, OA remains low on

the priority lists of faculty (Dallmeier-

Tiessen et al., 2011; Gaines, 2015; Odell et al.,

2017), even when surveys indicate that many

faculty believe open access to their published

works is beneficial to their careers due to wider

readership (Dallmeier-Tiessen et al., 2011;

Gaines, 2015; Odell et al., 2017). It seems

these faculty simultaneously hold the conflicting

belief that traditional publishing is better for

their careers overall because it is valued more in

the RPT process (Migheli and Ramello, 2014;

Peekhaus and Proferes, 2015; Peekhaus and

Proferes, 2016; Rodriguez, 2014).

The debate about OA and of where to pub-

lish has been complemented with a growing

interest for scientific measures beyond citations

(so-called altmetrics; Priem et al., 2010). Some

hope that these new metrics might serve as indi-

cators of societal impact (Bornmann, 2014;

Bornmann, 2015; Robinson-Garcia et al.,

2017b; Konkiel, 2016). However, despite pre-

dictions that there would be a movement

towards using non-citation metrics to assess the

influence of research findings for RPT

(Darling et al., 2013; Piwowar, 2013), there are
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concerns, limitations and challenges in the use

of these metrics that are hampering their uptake

(Gordon et al., 2015; Haustein et al., 2016;

Howard, 2013; Lopez-Cozar et al., 2012).

Moreover, there is little evidence that mentions

on social media are correlated with citations (see

Konkiel et al., 2016 for an overview) or that

they can serve as indicators of public uptake

(Alperin et al., 2019a; Didegah et al., 2018;

Robinson-Garcia et al., 2017a).

It may be, however, that interest in develop-

ing and adopting these new metrics is not indic-

ative of an interest in measuring the alignment

between research and the public, but of growing

calls for public accountability. A recent indepen-

dent report commissioned by the Higher Educa-

tion Funding Council for England (HEFCE) to

assess the role of metrics in research assessment

and management sees this as part of a "metric

tide" that has been swelling in part because of

“growing pressures for audit and evaluation of

public spending on higher education and

research” (p. 136, Wilsdon et al., 2015). Within

the RPT process, there is little evidence for the

inclusion of altmetrics within formal evaluation

procedures (Gruzd et al., 2011; Howard, 2013),

although this may be changing, as examples of

altmetrics in faculty CVs have begun to emerge

(cf., Webster, 2018). However, even in some

documented cases where they were included

(information science and medicine), department

chairs did not value them towards promotion

(Aharony et al., 2017; Cameron et al., 2016;

Fischman et al., 2018). In contrast, there is evi-

dence that institutions consider citation counts

in their RPT process, which, by design, only mea-

sure uptake and use of the research by the aca-

demic community (Dagenais Brown, 2014;

Harley et al., 2010; Reinstein et al., 2011).

Another attempt to address the public

dimensions of faculty work beyond publication

and dissemination formats is manifested through

concerted efforts to engage communities in the

research process itself. Such efforts can be seen

in the growing body of work about such practi-

ces (cf. a bibliography of over 600 articles on

Community Engaged Scholarship;

CES Partnership Resources, 2014), and in the

various statements, toolkits and standards for

documenting and evaluating community

engaged scholarship in faculty RPT guidelines,

including the Carnegie Foundation’s Elective

Community Engagement

Classification, the Association of Public Land-

Grant Universities’ Task Force on the New

Engagement, the Research University Engaged

Scholarship Toolkit developed by The Research

University Civic Engagement Network (TRU-

CEN), and a partnership of eight Canadian uni-

versities that developed Rewarding Community-

Engaged Scholarship: Transforming University

Policies and Practices. While many faculty have

embraced such community engaged scholarship

and related models, there is still little evidence

these are valued across the academy. In particu-

lar, Harley et al. found that faculty who find ways

to give back to the community and acknowledge

the support of taxpayer funding, such as by par-

ticipating in public education, generally receive

recognition for these efforts regardless of insti-

tution type or field of study (Harley et al.,

2010). However, these kinds of activities, while

representing valid social contributions that can

increase a university’s accountability to the pub-

lic, are often not recognized formally in the RPT

process (Goldstein and Bearman, 2011).

Although previous work provides a sense of

how the dimensions of publicness outlined here

(public patronage, public access, public good

and public accountability) intersect with the RPT

process (O’Meara, 2002), more empirical work

is needed to understand how publicness is

incentivized in faculty careers (O’Meara, 2014;

O’Meara et al., 2015). To this end we set out to

collect documents, including collective agree-

ments, faculty handbooks, guidelines and forms,

that describe RPT requirements for faculty at a

representative set of higher education institu-

tions in the US and Canada. We collected these

documents to analyze the degree to which vari-

ous terms and concepts, in particular those that

relate to research outputs and assessment, are

mentioned in the RPT process, and discuss how

the presence of these terms may relate to differ-

ent concepts of publicness in higher education.

Materials and methods

Selection of sample

We began by creating a stratified random sam-

ple based on the 2015 edition of the Carnegie

Classification of Institutions of Higher Education

for US-based institutions, with an eye to have

representation of institutions identified as: 1)

doctoral universities (i.e., research-focused),

which we refer to as R-type institutions; 2) mas-

ter’s colleges and universities, which we refer to

as M-type institutions; and 3) baccalaureate col-

leges, which we refer to as B-type. Each of these

categories is made up of multiple subcategories.

R-type institutions are subdivided into those
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with highest research activity, higher research

activity and moderate research activity (R1, R2

and R3); the M-type institutions are subdivided

into larger programs, medium programs and

small programs (M1, M2 and M3); and the

B-type institutions are subdivided into those that

are arts and science focused and those from

diverse fields (Bas and Bd). For Canadian-based

institutions, we used the 2016 edition of the

Maclean’s Rankings, which similarly classifies

institutions into: 1) doctoral (R-type); 2) compre-

hensive (M-type); and 3) undergraduate (B-type).

We aimed to have enough institutions in each of

the three broad categories to have statistical

power of .8, assuming a small effect size (.25 of

a standard deviation), when broken down by dis-

cipline. A summary of the number of institutions

in each category, the number that we included

in our random stratified sample, and the number

for which we were able to obtain documents can

be found in Table 1.

We collected documents that applied to the

institution as a whole, and also those that

applied to specific departments, schools or fac-

ulties, which we collectively refer to as academic

units. We made a concerted effort to collect

documents from academic units from a wide

range of disciplines. While there is no single

accepted classification system for fields of study,

we opted to use the structure of fields and their

subfields provided by the National Academies

Taxonomy to group disciplines into three main

areas: Life Sciences (LS); Physical Sciences and

Mathematics (PSM); and Social Sciences and

Humanities (SSH; National Academy of Scien-

ces, 2006).

Collection of documents

We set out to collect documents from the insti-

tutions identified. In November 2016 we put out

calls on social media and on several mailing lists

related to issues of scholarly communications

and librarianship, but when that method failed

to yield many documents, we turned to a more

proactive approach. Equipped with the ran-

domly selected list of institutions, we searched

the web for the documents. This method was

especially fruitful for identifying documents

about RPT that are set out by the institution, but

not by individual academic units. For the latter,

we searched for email addresses of faculty mem-

bers of units at each of our target institutions by

navigating from their university webpages to

those of different faculties and their depart-

ments, making sure to look at departments from

across the three fields. Given the variety of units,

organization structures and naming conventions,

our selection of which units to target was not

perfectly systematic. It was impossible, for exam-

ple, to target a specific unit by name across dif-

ferent institutions, since each university makes

different decisions of whether to put a discipline

within its own department, school or faculty (if it

even has a unit to correspond with the discipline

at all). Instead, we focused on the concept of an

"academic unit" as any administrative unit within

the university structure, and from those units

listed on websites, our research assistant

Table 1. Sampling summary of universities from Canada and the United States.

Number in category Number sampled Percent sampled Number with documents

R-type R1 115 17 15% 15

R2 107 16 15% 15

R3 113 17 15% 14

RCan 15 15 100% 12

M-type M1 393 17 4% 11

M2 298 12 4% 10

M3 141 6 4% 4

MCan 15 15 100% 13

B-type Bas 259 14 5% 11

Bd 324 17 5% 5

BCan 19 19 100% 17

Overview of population of universities from the United States and Canada by type and sub-type, the number and percent randomly chosen for the strati-

fied sample, and the number of institutions for which at least one relevant document was obtained.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.42254.002
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attempted to pick contacts across the three

main field categories.

In the end, we sent at least 915 emails to fac-

ulty from a dedicated project account between

late 2016 and August 2017. In many cases, the

persons contacted did not reply, the email

address was no longer valid, or there was an

auto-response. In many others, the faculty

responded to let us know that they were not

aware of any documents for their academic unit.

In other instances, the person contacted

responded with documents pertaining to their

unit, and, in a few cases, with documents for sev-

eral units at their institution.

As a result of this process over an almost

year-long period, we obtained 864 documents

from 129 universities and 381 units, of which 98

(25.7%) are from LS; 69 (18.1%) are from PSM;

187 (49.1%) are from SSH; and 27 (7.1%) are

from multidisciplinary units that could not be

classified under a single category. A large pro-

portion of the documents collected are undated,

but some have dates that go back as far as 2000

and as recent as the year of collection. To the

best of our knowledge, these are the documents

that the sender believed to be the most recent

or applicable. While these documents corre-

spond to the different types of universities and

fields, the units are not spread out across all the

universities evenly. We have at least one unit-

level document from 60 of the 129 universities.

We were told that documents did not exist at

the academic unit-level by at least one faculty

member at the remaining 69. In the majority of

cases, we have four or fewer unit-level docu-

ments from each institution, but there are 10

instances in which we have more than 10 unit-

level documents per institution (with a maximum

of 45).

Identification of terms

We proceeded to load these documents into

QSR International’s NVivo 12 qualitative data

analysis software as two separate sets: the docu-

ments corresponding to university-level policies

and those corresponding to different academic

units. First, we created an NVivo "case" for each

institution and academic unit, and we included

in these "cases" the content of their respective

documents. We then searched the documents

for terms of interest, sometimes grouping sev-

eral terms under a single concept, using various

strategies as described in the research method-

ology notes found in the public dataset

(Alperin et al., 2018). The mentions of each

term or concept were included in an NVivo

"node."

We subsequently performed a "matrix coding

query" in NVivo to export a table with every uni-

versity and academic unit as a row, and each of

the nodes (terms and concepts of interest) as a

column. Matrix coding queries show the inter-

sections between two lists of items, with each

cell in the matrix marked with whether at least

one document from that university or academic

unit had at least one mention of the correspond-

ing term. Using this matrix, we were able to

write a Python script to merge the data with the

sample descriptors and calculate counts and

percentages of universities and academic units

that mentioned each term, and split those across

university types and fields. We were also able to

combine the results of the university and aca-

demic unit-level analyses to provide counts of

whether a term was mentioned in at least one

academic unit or one university-level document

for each university. Unless otherwise specified,

the results that follow report this combined anal-

ysis. The code used to generate these counts

can be found in Alperin, 2019b (copy archived

at https://github.com/elifesciences-publications/

rpt-project).

For each term and concept, we used a chi-

square analysis of contingency tables to deter-

mine whether the frequencies across categories

were significantly different from a uniform distri-

bution. For all analyses, the null hypothesis was

that the overall proportion of documents con-

taining the term or concept was the same

between the different categories. In Figures 1

and 6, which compared institution types, the null

hypothesis represented R-type=M-type=B-type.

In Figures 3 and 8, which compared disciplines,

the null hypothesis represented Social Sciences/

Humanities=Physical Sciences/Math=Life Scien-

ces=Interdisciplinary. The alternative hypothesis

was that the proportion of documents contain-

ing the term/concept of interest was not equal

across all different categories included in the

test. Statistically significant differences are indi-

cated in Figures 1, 3, 6 and 8 with the following

symbols: *: p<0.05; **: p<0.01; and ***:

p<0.001. For all panels in Figures 2 and 7, and

some portions of Figures 1, 3, 6 and 8 (noted in

the figure captions) the data did not meet the

assumptions of chi-square analysis, namely an

expected frequency of at least 5 for all

conditions.

The data that support the findings of this

study are available in the Harvard Dataverse

with the identifier https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/
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VY4TJE (Alperin et al., 2018; Alperin, 2019b).

These data include the list of institutions and

academic units for which we have acquired

documents along with an indicator of whether

each term and concept studied was found in the

documents for the institution or academic unit.

The data also include the aggregated values and

chi-square calculations reported. The code used

for computing these aggregations can be found

on Github (Alperin, 2019b). The documents col-

lected are available on request from the corre-

sponding author (JPA). These documents are

not publicly available due to copyright

restrictions.

Results: public and community
We began our analysis with the terms "public"

and "community" to understand the degree to

which the public is talked about, and to gain a

sense of the context surrounding their inclusion

in RPT documents. We then focused on several

terms and groups of terms (i.e., concepts) that

intersect with the notions of publicness identi-

fied above, starting with the concept of "public

and community engagement," the presence of

which would be indicative of incentives to work

alongside the public in ways that more closely

align research to the public’s needs. Given the

importance assigned to research in the RPT pro-

cess (Schimanski and Alperin, 2018), we then

turned our attention to terms and concepts

related to research publications and their assess-

ment, such as "open access," "publication for-

mats" and "metrics," all of which speak to the

different aspects of publicness outlined above.

Context surrounding public and
community

In analyzing RPT documents for their inclusion of

concepts related to the public and community,

we found that 87% of institutions mention the

term "community" in either the university level

Figure 1. Percentage of institutions mentioning public and community terms and concepts by type of

institution. Bars represent whether each term or concept (several terms and phrases) was identified within

documents from doctoral/research-focused universities (R-type; blue), master’s colleges and universities (M-type;

orange) and baccalaureate colleges (B-type; green). The terms "public" and "community," and the concept of

"public and/or community engagement" appear less often in documents from B-type institutions than from M-

and R-type. The conditions of the chi-square test were not met for the term "community," but the chi-square

analysis reveals the difference in presence of term "public" and concept "public and/or community engagement"

are significant. Chi-square tests: Term Public: c2 (2, N=129)=13.85, p<0.001; Concept Public and/or community

engagement: c2 (2, N=129)=9.61, p<0.01.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.42254.003
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or academic unit guidelines, while 75% mention

the term "public."

Overall, inclusion of the terms "public" and

"community" is most common in research-

focused (R-type) institutions (Figure 1). Within

R-type institutions, we also found a trend

towards greater inclusion of these terms at those

institutions with the highest level of research

activity (i.e., R1). All documents at the R1 level

included the terms "public" and "community,"

while 93% of R2 institutions included both these

terms and only 83% of the Canadian R-type

(RCan; Figure 2). Within the academic units of

R-type institutions, we found that of the disci-

plines examined, the Life Sciences (LS) most fre-

quently include these terms, with 88% including

"public" and 100% including "community"

(Figure 3).

To better understand the context in which

the terms "public" and "community" were being

used, we analyzed the most frequent words sur-

rounding each term. With these and other terms,

we considered a word to be near our term of

interest if it was within the 15 words preceding

or following it (the length of an average sen-

tence; The Acropolitan, 2017). The 10 most

used words surrounding "public" were, in

descending order of frequency: "service," "fac-

ulty," "professional," "research," "university,"

"activities," "teaching," "community," "work"

and "academic" (Figure 4). The 10 most used

words around "community" were, in descending

order of frequency: "university," "service," "fac-

ulty," "professional," "academic," "research,"

"activities," "members," "teaching" and "mem-

ber" (Figure 5).

The high incidence of these terms suggests

that publicness features in the RPT process in

some way. Although both "service" and

"research" appear among the most frequent

words surrounding "public" and "community,"

"service" is mentioned 1,170 times near "pub-

lic" and 4,184 times near "community," while

"research" is mentioned less than half as much

(668 times near "public" and 1,671 near "com-

munity"). This, and the other frequent words in

Figure 2. Percentage of institutions mentioning public and community terms and concepts by institution sub-

type. Bars represent whether each term or concept (several terms and phrases) was identified within documents of

doctoral/research-focused universities, from the most research intensive (R1; blue), to those that are less so (R2;

orange, and R3; green), as well as the Canadian research universities (RCan; red). The terms "public" and the

concept of "public and/or community engagement" appear more at R1 and R2 institutions than R3, with RCan

universities falling in the middle. However, sample sizes violate conditions for a chi-square test to measure the

significance of these differences.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.42254.004
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the surrounding context, are indicative of the

terms "public" and "community" being more

commonly associated with the service compo-

nent of RPT, which is the least highly regarded

of the RPT trifecta (Fischman et al., 2018;

Foos et al., 2004; Harley et al., 2010).

Instances of "service" near the word "public"

often included references to "public service" as

a dimension or set of activities within the service

category, thus explicitly separated from

research. For example, guidelines of the Faculty

of Arts of the University of Regina state that

“The duties of a faculty member shall normally

include: teaching and related duties (hereinafter

"teaching"); scholarship, research, or equivalent

professional duties (hereinafter "scholarship");

participation in collegial governance (hereinafter

"administrative duties" and/or public service)”

(University of Regina, 2017). Similarly, guide-

lines of the College of Education and Behavioral

Sciences at the University of Northern Colorado

state that “American colleges and universities

have customarily examined faculty performance

in the three areas of teaching, scholarship, and

service, with service sometimes divided further

into public service and service to the college or

university” (University of Northern Colorado,

2010). While establishing this separation

between (public) service and research, some

documents also mandate the relatively lower

importance of this and other dimensions of ser-

vice in comparison to research activities. For

example, the guidelines of the Department of

Economics at the University of Utah manifest

that “The Department’s criteria that pertain to

the qualification of candidates for retention, pro-

motion, and tenure at all levels are: research,

teaching, and university, professional, and public

service. Research and teaching are of primary

importance in evaluating the actual and poten-

tial performance of a candidate. Service is of

secondary importance, but adequate perfor-

mance in this area is expected of all candidates”

(University of Utah, 2007).

In the case of "community," it becomes

apparent by looking at its frequent proximity to

Figure 3. Percentage of institutions mentioning public and community terms and concepts by discipline. Bars

represent whether each term or concept (several terms and phrases) was identified within documents of academic

units from Social Sciences and Humanities (SSH; blue), Physical Sciences and Mathematics (PSM; orange), Life

Sciences (LS; green) and multidisciplinary units (red). The terms and concepts appear more frequently in LS units

than others. Sample size conditions for a chi-square test were only met for the concept of "public and/or

community engagement," where it indicates that the difference in this category is significant. Chi-square test:

Concept Public and/or community engagement: c2 (3, N=116)=12.45, p<0.05.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.42254.005
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words like "university," "service," "faculty,"

"professional" and "academic" that this term is

generally used to refer to the academic commu-

nity, composed primarily of faculty members

(Figure 5). Again, we often see a requirement to

provide service to this particular community in

statements such as the following: “Distinctive

service to the University and academic commu-

nity would be evidenced by the candidate hav-

ing made contributions of leadership and

innovation involving decisions and policies that

have had a major beneficial influence”

(Acadia University, 2014); and “All candidates

for tenure will be expected to demonstrate . . .

that he/she has become a responsible and con-

tributing member of the University/academic

community” (Simon Fraser University, 2013).

Although these terms are also found within

the context of research, as in some of the quotes

above, we noted that the word "research" can

appear near the words "public" and "commu-

nity" without being directly relevant to the

notion of public and/or community engaged

research. This motivated a more refined coding

strategy for this concept.

Public and/or community engagement in
research and scholarship

To better understand how engaging the public

and the community in the research process is

valued, we collected mentions of the concept of

public and community engagement, using the

variants identified by Barreno et al. as a founda-

tion (Barreno et al., 2013). We collected refer-

ences containing the following keywords:

"community engagement," "scholarship of

application," "scholarship of engagement,"

"community(-)engaged" [scholarship and

research], "engaged scholarship," "engaged

research," "community(-)based" [research,

teaching and service], "community outreach,"

"applied scholarship," "public engagement,"

"public outreach," "public scholars," "public

scholarship," "community scholarship" and

"knowledge mobilization." We also conducted

snowball searches based on derivations of the

keywords – for example, after searching for

"public engagement," we searched for variants

such as "publicly engaged [scholarship,

research]," "engaging the public," "engaging

the community" and "engaging communities."

In order to ensure that we were covering as

many variants springing from the above key-

words as possible, we also searched for instan-

ces in which the words "public" and

"community" were found in proximity (three

words distance) to "scholarship," "engage-

ment," "research," "application" and stemmed

words ("engaged," "engaging," "researching,"

"applied," "applying") and conducted manual

revision and coding of relevant references. Fur-

thermore, we also revised and manually coded

every mention of "public" and "community" to

identify more general instances in which the idea

of engaging the public and/or the community

was present.

To encompass all the phrases coded by this

strategy, we chose to use the term "public and/

or community engagement in research and

scholarship." This term is intended to capture

mentions that are more specific than the individ-

ual terms "public" and "community" while being

more inclusive than the widely accepted defini-

tions of "community engaged scholarship"

found in the literature and in places like the Car-

negie Community Engagement Classification.

We found 64% of institutions in our sample

include at least one mention of this expanded

concept of public and/or community engage-

ment within their RPT documents, most

Figure 4. Relative frequency of words surrounding the term "public". Visual representation

of the relative frequency of words near (within 15 words) the word "public" across all

documents. The most frequent word near "public" is "service." Along with other frequent

words, this suggests that in the context of RPT, "public" is most often associated with a

service activity.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.42254.006
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commonly in the master’s colleges and universi-

ties (M-type) institutions (Figure 1).

Within R-type institutions, the concept of

public and/or community engagement was more

common in the documents of R2 type institu-

tions than in those of R1, R3 and RCan sub-

types. Like with the terms "public" and "commu-

nity," the concept of public and/or community

engagement was most common in the LS (at

76% of those academic units; Figure 3).

In some academic units this work is still seen

as a service-related activity. For example, guide-

lines of the Faculty Division of Biological Scien-

ces of the University of Wisconsin-Madison

classify the academic activity required of the

candidate in “teaching, research, and outreach

including extension, community engaged schol-

arship and service” (University of Wisconsin-

Madison, 2016). However, community and/or

public engagement is often considered a com-

ponent of research and scholarly activities. For

example, guidelines of the Department of Politi-

cal Science at the University of Guelph state

“Community engaged scholarship involves

mutually beneficial partnerships with the com-

munity (community may be defined as the local

community, but it may also be communities of

interest that are local, national, or international

in scope) that results in the creation of scholarly

products. It is "engaged" in the sense that it

involves forming campus-community collabora-

tions in order to conduct scholarly research,

evaluate social impacts and mobilize knowledge

to address and solve problems and issues facing

communities” (University of Guelph, 2012a).

This particular instance, and others like it, draw

their definition of community engaged scholar-

ship from the Carnegie classification described

earlier, which explicitly asks if community

engaged scholarship is rewarded in faculty pro-

motion. In our sample, 85 institutions (all from

the United States) had opted to have their com-

munity engagement assessed, and 34 had

attained the classification.

Similarly, guidelines from Thomas University

say “The Scholarship of Application encom-

passes scholarly activities that seek to relate the

knowledge in one’s field to the affairs of society.

Such scholarship moves toward engagement

with the community beyond academia in a vari-

ety of ways, such as by using social problems as

the agenda for scholarly investigation, drawing

upon existing knowledge for the purpose of

crafting solutions to social problems, or making

information or ideas accessible to the public”

(Thomas University, 2016). This last quote

shows how community engaged scholarship is

expected to orient research activities towards

serving the public good while explicitly request-

ing that the ideas developed as a result of the

research become publicly accessible.

If public and/or community engaged scholar-

ship activities are strongly linked to notions of

publicness, it is important to understand to what

degree these activities are valued in the RPT

process. Although some institutions consider

this work as valuable as "traditional research,"

others do not regard it as relevant. On the one

hand, documents like that of the University of

Windsor declare that “Research and Scholarly

activities may include traditional research with

traditional dissemination venues and publicly

engaged academic work that creates knowledge

about, for, and with diverse publics and commu-

nities with traditional and non-traditional dissem-

ination venues” (Windsor University, 2016). On

the other hand, guidelines of the Faculty Division

of Physical Sciences at the University of Wiscon-

sin-Madison established enhancing “public

engagement in the physical sciences” among

"professional service" activities, but go on to

specify that “significant contributions in the form

Figure 5. Relative frequency of words surrounding the term "community". Visual

representation of the relative frequency of words near (within 15 words) the word

"community" across all documents. The most frequent word near "community" is

"university." Along with other frequent words, this suggests that the community most often

referred to is that of other academics.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.42254.007
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of professional service can strengthen but may

not serve as the basis for the candidate’s case”

(University of Wisconsin-Madison, 2014).

We start to see in such texts an explicit elabo-

ration of the differences between public service

and applied research or scholarship, with guide-

lines like those of Kalamazoo College drawing a

clear distinction between the two by stating,

“While most scholarship of engagement could

also be considered public service, most public

service is not scholarship of engagement. To be

viewed as scholarship, the work must flow

directly out of one’s (inter)disciplinary expertise

and involve the generation of new ways of think-

ing” (Kalamazoo College, 2016). Similarly,

guidelines of the Department of Geography and

Geology at the University of Southern Missis-

sippi state: “The basic problem centers on the

interpretation of applied research versus service

. . . The Department defines applied research as

the movement of new or innovative knowledge

from the research community to the practitioner

community . . . Applied research may include

both funded and non-funded efforts which result

in the preparation and distribution of a manu-

script or map; the publication of a professional

paper, especially a peer-reviewed publication,

book monograph or volume; the presentation of

a paper before a professional organization; or

the publication of a document submitted to a

funding agency through grant or contract, where

the document has been subjected to rigorous

review and approval, and exhibits new and/or

innovative approaches to the solving of a prob-

lem or the reporting of an outcome learned

from lengthy and rigorous scholarly investiga-

tion” (University of Southern Mississippi,

2010).

Results: research and metrics
While the context surrounding the concepts of

public and/or community engaged scholarship

allows us to see some of the ways in which fac-

ulty are asked to align their activities with the

Figure 6. Percentage of institutions mentioning terms and concepts related to research and metrics by

institution type. Bars represent whether each term or concept (several terms and phrases) was identified within

documents from doctoral/research-focused universities (R-type; blue), master’s colleges and universities (M-type;

orange), and baccalaureate colleges (B-type; green). Chi-square analysis suggests that the term "impact" and the

concept of "metrics" is more present at R-type than at M-type, and more present at M-type than B-type. The

concept of "traditional outputs" is present at over 90% of each type, although the conditions for a chi-square test

were not met for this concept or for the term "open access." Chi-square tests: Term Impact: c2 (2, N=129)=24.13,

p<0.001; Concept Metrics: c2 (2, N=129)=32.04, p<0.001.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.42254.008

Alperin et al. eLife 2019;8:e42254. DOI: https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.42254 11 of 23

Feature article Meta-Research How significant are the public dimensions of faculty work in review, promotion and tenure documents?

https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.42254.008
https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.42254


public good, the demarcation between this form

of scholarship and "traditional research" sug-

gests that we need to look at how the latter is

discussed in the RPT guidelines separately. We

therefore searched for mentions of traditional

research outputs (which, as indicated above, are

not typically geared towards being accessed

and engaged by diverse audiences without spe-

cialized training), and whether these outputs are

expected to be made publicly available (through

open access), what type of impact this work is

expected to have (public or otherwise), and how

it is evaluated. To do this, we conducted a simi-

lar analysis to that above, but with terms related

to traditional research outputs, open access,

impact and citation metrics, and considered

their prevalence in relation to public and com-

munity terms.

Traditional research outputs

We found that guidelines for faculty often pro-

vide specifics when it comes to the types of

research outputs that can be considered for

tenure and promotion. This frequently takes the

form of a list of outputs that are considered valu-

able, although these lists sometimes also explic-

itly mention that other forms of scholarship are

welcome. For instance, guidelines of the College

of Business and Economics at Boise State Uni-

versity manifest that “Examples of the types of

evidence which demonstrate research and schol-

arly activity include (but are not limited to): (1)

Articles in refereed journals (2) Books or

research monographs (3) Chapters in books or

monographs (4) Other published articles (5)

Papers presented at academic conferences and/

or published in proceedings (6) Published book

reviews (7) Participation as a paper discussant or

panel discussant at academic conferences (8)

Grants and contracts for research and scholarly

activities” (Boise State University, 2008). Simi-

larly, guidelines of Memorial University of New-

foundland establish that “Factors that may be

considered [as a demonstrated record of

research, scholarship, or creative and profes-

sional activities] include but are not limited to:

Figure 7. Percentage of institutions mentioning terms and concepts related to research and metrics by

institution sub-type. Bars represent whether each term or concept (several terms and phrases) was identified

within documents of doctoral/research-focused universities, from the most research intensive (R1; blue), to those

that are less so (R2; orange, and R3; green), as well as the Canadian research universities (RCan; red). The term

"impact" appears less in R3 institutions, and the concept of "metrics" appears to decrease with research intensity

(with RCan institutions at similar levels to the R2 institutions from the US) However, the conditions for a chi-square

test were not met to measure the significance of these differences.
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the publication of books, monographs, and con-

tributions to edited books; papers in both refer-

eed and non-refereed journals; scholarly

presentations delivered at professional meet-

ings; success in grant competitions; participation

in panels; unpublished research including current

work in progress both supported and non-sup-

ported; editorial and refereeing duties; creative

works and performances; and scholarship evi-

denced by the candidate’s depth and breadth of

knowledge and general contributions to the

research life and creative milieu of the Univer-

sity” (Memorial University of Newfoundland,

2014).

When looking for traditional outputs (i.e.,

books, conference proceedings, grants, journal

articles, monographs and presentations), we

found at least one mentioned in 90–95% of R-,

M- and B-type institutions, in all R-sub-types,

and in the three disciplinary categories (it was a

little below 90% for the interdisciplinary

academic units; Figures 6–8). Of the terms ana-

lyzed in our study, this group related to outputs

was the most consistently present across institu-

tion types and disciplines. Their consistency and

relative ubiquity show that if there is one thing

that is certain to count towards faculty career

progression, it is producing traditional academic

outputs.

Meanwhile, other outputs resulting from fac-

ulty work that relate to the public and/or the

community are sometimes considered as a ser-

vice activity. For example, traditional outputs

and metrics are mentioned in the "Scholarship

and Research" section of the Institute of Envi-

ronmental Sustainability at Loyola University’s

Tenure and Promotion Guidelines, while “pub-

lishing articles for the general public” is included

within the section "Professional Contributions"

(which are deemed as “all service and accom-

plishments not defined as research . . . and can

contribute to the general development of the

Figure 8. Percentage of institutions mentioning terms and concepts related to research and metrics by

discipline. Bars represent whether each term or concept (several terms and phrases) was identified within

documents of academic units from Social Sciences and Humanities (SSH; blue), Physical Sciences and Mathematics

(PSM; orange), Life Sciences (LS; green) and multidisciplinary units (red). The concept of traditional outputs is

present in the vast majority of units. The term impact is more present in LS, but a chi-square test suggests the

difference is not significant. The chi-square analysis also indicates the difference in the presence of the concept of

"metrics" (with PSM units mentioning it the most) is significant. The conditions for a chi-square test were not met

for other terms and concepts. Chi-square tests: Term Impact: c2 (3, N=116)=5.75, p>0.05 (not significant).

Concept: Metrics: c2 (3, N=116)=7.33, p<0.05.
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broader profession”; Loyola University, 2015).

Similarly, guidelines of the Department of Psy-

chology of the University of Guelph establish

that “Normally, publication of scholarly works

relevant to some aspect of the discipline of psy-

chology will be considered. Other publications

(e.g., trade books, articles in popular magazines)

will be evaluated under service to the commu-

nity. Where appropriate, however, these prod-

ucts may be referenced as knowledge

mobilization activities in the dossiers related to

scholarship, service or community engagement”

(University of Guelph, 2012b). Like these, we

found many instances where faculty are offered

lists of valued outputs beyond those used for

communicating within the academic community,

but more often than not, these are not regarded

as research activities.

Open access

Since traditional outputs are the ones most val-

ued, and since these outputs are not typically

geared towards the public, we searched for evi-

dence that universities sought to at least grant

the public access to these scholarly works.

Although the number of articles freely available

to the public has been growing from year to

year (Archambault, 2018; Archambault et al.,

2014; Piwowar et al., 2018), we found only a

handful of mentions of "open access" across the

hundreds of documents we studied.

Only 5% of institutions explicitly mentioned

the term in their guidelines, with most of those

mentions (4 of 6) in R-type institutions and the

rest (2 of 6) in M-types (Figure 6). Open access

was not mentioned at all in B-type institutions.

Notably, of those mentions that occurred within

academic unit documents (as opposed to those

that apply to the institution as a whole), all three

of them were in SSH units (Figure 8).

Contrary to our expectation that these men-

tions would promote public access to research

outputs, we found the majority of these few

instances call for caution around publishing in

OA venues. This caution appears to stem from a

focus on, or misunderstanding of, OA an as

inherently predatory publishing practice (OA

refers to free and unrestricted access to and re-

use of articles, not to a business model;

BOAI, 2002) and assumes that OA journals do

not utilize peer review (even though 98% of the

over 12,000 journals in the Directory of Open

Access Journals perform some form of peer

review). For example, the Department of Politi-

cal Sciences at the University of Southern Missis-

sippi notes that “Faculty are strongly cautioned

against publishing in journals that are widely

considered to be predatory open access jour-

nals” (University of Southern Mississippi,

2016b). The faculty handbook at the same uni-

versity also explicitly calls out the practice of

“using online journals which feature "instant

publishing" of articles of questionable quality for

a fee. . . described as "predatory open-access

journals” for padding portfolios that received a

negative evaluation (University of Southern

Mississippi, 2016a). Similarly, the Department

of Anthropology at Purdue University also asso-

ciates open access publications with a lack of

peer review by stating that “self-published, inad-

equately refereed, open-access writing, or on-

line publications will be scrutinized carefully, and

may be given little or no stature as evidence of

scholarly accomplishment” (Purdue University,

2014).

Other universities and academic units use less

negative language, while still calling for caution

around OA. Across several instances, it is

strongly implied that it is a rigorous peer review

process that confers value to an OA publication,

not the increased access that it grants to the

public. The Department of Sociology at the Uni-

versity of Central Florida is the most explicit in

this regard stating that “some of them [open

access journals] are peer-reviewed and of very

high quality, and some of them are not. The criti-

cal issue for tenure and promotion is neither the

medium of publication nor the business model

of the publisher but the rigor of the peer review

process and the quality of the papers”

(University of Central Florida, 2015).

It is also notable that none of the mentions of

OA actively encourage or explicitly value open

access. The closest that a document comes to

encouraging open access is the Report of the

UNC Task Force on Future Promotion and Ten-

ure Policies and Practices from the University of

North Carolina at Chapel Hill, which includes a

link to a website from the UNC-CH Health Scien-

ces Library that promotes OA (University of

North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2009). Beyond

that, the most positive message faculty are

receiving about OA – in the very few places

where they are receiving any message at all – is

that open access publications “may be meritori-

ous and impactful” (San Diego State University,

2016), and that “Open-access, peer-reviewed

publications are valued like all other peer-

reviewed publications” (University of Central

Florida, 2014).
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Impact

We went on to examine the kind of impact that

is expected of faculty in the RPT process to see

if, despite the encouragement of traditional

research outputs and the cautionary tone around

open access, faculty are asked to have impact

that goes beyond the academic community. We

found that "impact" is a term of interest, with

57% of institutional documents mentioning it

explicitly. Use of this term is most common in

RPT documents of R-type institutions (79%; Fig-

ure 6) and, similar to "public" and "community,"

appears most frequently within higher-ranking

R-type institutions (94% at R1, 93% at R2, and

50% of R3; RCan institutions fall in the middle at

75%; Figure 7). Related, we find similar results

to "public" and "community" in that "impact" is

mentioned most frequently within the docu-

ments of Life Sciences academic units of R-type

institutions (85%; Figure 8).

Like with the other terms of interest, we

assessed the most frequently employed words

surrounding the term "impact" (within 15 words)

in the RPT documents. The top ten are, in

descending order of frequency: "research,"

"candidate," "work," "faculty," "quality,"

"teaching," "evidence," "field," "service" and

"scholarly" (Figure 9). The term "public" is the

88th most frequent word near "impact," while

"factors" and "factor" (likely referring to the

Impact Factor) rank 67th and 204th respectively

(discussed further below in the analysis of

metrics).

We find a higher presence of "impact" in

proximity to research related terms as compared

to other RPT components. Although the associ-

ated words show that the impact of faculty work

is a concern across all three areas of academic

activity (research, teaching and service),

"impact" is mentioned 904 times near

"research" versus 392 times near "teaching"

and 344 times near "service." It should be said,

however, that how "impact" is defined is not

always entirely clear, with several instances using

non-specific descriptors, such as "major impact,"

"substantial impact," "demonstrable impact,"

"considerable impact," "significant impact,"

"valuable impact," "outstanding impact," "total

impact," "maximum impact," "minimal impact"

and various others. For example, guidelines of

the University of Washington-Tacoma state that

“Appointment with the title of professor of prac-

tice is made to a person who is a distinguished

practitioner or distinguished academician, and

who has had a major impact on a field important

to the University’s teaching, research, and/or

service mission” (University of Washington-

Tacoma, 2017). Similarly, guidelines of the

Department of Biological Sciences at Simon

Fraser University manifest that “The number of

publications is important, but secondary to their

quality and total impact, and to the applicant’s

contribution to the research publications”

(Simon Fraser University, 2017).

Meanwhile, the public dimension of impact,

in any form, is minimally addressed. Specific

mentions of this concept are rare (appearing in

only 9% of the R-type institutions and 11% of

the M-type), and are often non-specific about

how that public impact will be determined. For

example, guidelines of Carleton University

establish that “Evidence appropriate to the dis-

cipline or field used to demonstrate the original-

ity and quality of research/scholarly activity or

creative work in support of an application for

tenure or promotion may include, but is not lim-

ited to . . . other publications demonstrating a

high quality of scholarship with significant public

impact” (Carleton University, 2014). Similarly,

guidelines of the Faculty Division of Physical Sci-

ences at the University of Wisconsin-Madison

require faculty to “List the implications of the

program; its relevance to the problems of agri-

culture, industry, and other segments of society

in the state and nation; and its potential or dem-

onstrated impact on the public” (University of

Wisconsin-Madison, 2014).

Metrics

Since metrics are often cited as a common way

to measure impact (Reinstein et al., 2011), we

further analyzed the frequency of mentions of

terms related to metrics, such as "citations,’"

"impact factor," "acceptance/rejection rates"

and the word "metrics" itself (see methodology

note on Alperin et al., 2019a; Alperin, 2019b

for the list of terms included). We found that

50% of institutions mention the concept of met-

rics at either the university level or the academic

unit level. The mention of metrics within RPT

documents is most common at R-type institu-

tions (75%) as compared to M-type (41%) and

B-type (15%; Figure 6). Within R-type institu-

tions, mentions of metrics are more common at

the higher-ranking institutions, with 94% of the

documents of R1 institutions containing the con-

cept, while only 73% and 57% of the R2 and R3

institutions contained the term (Figure 7). Again,

Canadian R-type institutions fall in the middle of

the range with 75% of those institutions men-

tioning the concept in their documents. Within
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academic units of the R-types, we found greater

mention of the concept in the documents of

PSM units (85%) and the LS (70%) than in those

of the SSH (66%; Figure 8).

The high incidence of terms related to cita-

tion metrics is indicative of the importance of

measuring the use of the scholarly work by other

scholars. We often found such terms associated

with the notions of quality and impact, as in the

case of the Department of Anthropology at the

University of Utah that states “The candidate’s

research should be of high quality, showing orig-

inality, depth, and impact. In order to evaluate

research quality, the departmental RPT commit-

tee shall evaluate the following: (. . .) number of

citations per year in the Social Science Citation

Index (SSCI) and, as appropriate, the Science

Citation Index (SCI) . . . Candidates for tenure

and promotion are expected to be visible in the

citation indices, and their work should show evi-

dence of continued impact” (University of

Utah, 2000). Similarly, guidelines of George-

town University include “Citation of a candi-

date’s work in the professional literature, or

other measures of scholarly impact” as indica-

tors of "scholarly standing"

(Georgetown University, 2017).

However, not all mentions of metrics endorse

their use. For example, guidelines from the Fac-

ulty of Veterinary Medicine at the University of

Calgary explicitly state that “Impact factors of

journals should not be used as the sole or decid-

ing criteria in assessing quality,” and that “the

reputation and impact of the journal . . . [should

take] secondary consideration to the quality of

the publication and the nature of the contribu-

tions” (University of Calgary, 2008). Other

guidelines express how such measures are per-

ceived, like the case of UC San Diego that “wel-

comes data on journal acceptance rates and

impact factors, citation rates and H-index” while

acknowledging that “some CAP [the Committee

on Academic Personnel] members (as do senior

staff of scholarly societies) retain various degrees

of skepticism about such measures”

(University of California San Diego, 2015). Yet,

in some places where the guidelines recognize

the “shortcomings of citation indices as meas-

ures of research impact,” they continue to assert

that “these remain important metrics within par-

ticular disciplines” (McGill University, 2016).

Only in rare cases do we find guidelines pro-

posing the development of new metrics to eval-

uate publicly engaged academic work. Here, the

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

School of Information and Library Science stands

out in stating that “Faculty are encouraged to

present evidence of public engagement as part

of their record and to suggest metrics or guide-

lines for assessing the impact and significance of

the engagement” (University of North Carolina

at Chapel Hill, 2015). This statement is sup-

ported by the Report of the UNC Task Force on

Future Promotion and Tenure Policies and Prac-

tices that asks several questions, including “How

public work must be count to [sic] as scholar-

ship?” and concludes that “Answers to such

questions have to be developed as departments

and units create metrics by which to evaluate

this work” (University of North Carolina at

Chapel Hill, 2009).

This last example – the one that most directly

discusses the relationship between metrics and

the notion of public scholarship – highlights a

conflict between two dimensions of publicness.

On the one hand, public engagement and serv-

ing the public good are explicitly recognized

and valued while, at the same time, the empha-

sis on metrics demonstrates how faculty are

beholden to an accountability culture that relies

predominantly on measurable and quantifiable

outcomes. That metrics are used in this way is

perhaps unsurprising, but their mention at three

Figure 9. Relative frequency of words surrounding the term "impact". Visual

representation of the relative frequency of words near (within 15 words) the word "impact"

across all documents. The most frequent word near "impact" is "research." Along with other

frequent words, this suggests that the type of impact most valued is that which relates to

research activities.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.42254.011
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quarters of R-type institutions is indicative of just

how common the call is for citation measures as

evidence.

Discussion
Our research shows that, while there is a rela-

tively high incidence of the terms "public" and

"community" in the representative set of RPT

documents – which could be interpreted as an

indicator that faculty do need to consider the

nature of the publicness of their work – there are

neither explicit incentives, nor clear structures of

support for assessing the contributions of schol-

arship to the various dimensions of publicness.

Conversely, the higher incidence of mentions of

traditional research outputs (which are not typi-

cally easy for the public to access and require

specialized knowledge to be understood), the

almost non-existent mentions of open access

(which would grant the public access to all

research), and the persistent presence of tradi-

tional citation metrics (which do not account for

public use of scholarly work) indicate that, in

order to be successful, faculty are mostly incen-

tivized towards research activities that can be

counted and assessed within established aca-

demic conventions.

Moreover, our analysis found that RPT docu-

ments signal that faculty should focus on uptake

within their specific academic fields, especially at

the R-type institutions where quantifiable cita-

tion-based metrics are mentioned in the docu-

ments of nearly three quarters of the institutions

studied. As faculty careers are more closely scru-

tinized through metrics that seek to reflect

research use and value within academia (i.e.,

citations; Dahler-Larsen (2011);

Fischman et al., 2018; Hicks et al., 2015;

Wilsdon et al., 2015), the ability for faculty to

dedicate time and energy into activities that

more directly serve the public good are not

incentivized.

We want to be very explicit that we do not

oppose the use of well-defined indicators or

metrics as one way (among many others) to

assess the scholarly relevance of research. How-

ever, we suggest care is needed in identifying,

and replacing, any simplistic policies that only

pay lip service and symbolic attention to the

public dimensions of scholarship and that inad-

vertently generate barriers to publicness by

encouraging the use of poorly constructed met-

rics to assess research productivity. We are not

the first to identify this need. The Humane Met-

rics Initiative (HuMetricsHSS; https://

humetricshss.org/about/), for example, has been

working towards identifying metrics that support

specific values, including engaging with one’s

community of practice and with the public at

large. More broadly, there are many universities

and individuals working on overcoming the limi-

tations and the adverse effects that the use of

metrics is producing; among these efforts, the

Declaration on Research Assessment

(DORA, 2018b) stands out with over 13,000

scholars and over 1,000 scholarly organizations

as signatories who have expressed their commit-

ment to avoiding simplistic models to assess

scholarly impact (see also Hicks et al., 2015;

O’Neill, 2016; Simons, 2008; Vanclay, 2012).

To this end, our work informs these efforts by

identifying the specific modes of scholarship and

assessment measures that are prevalent in cur-

rent policies. We believe that our findings can

help faculty reflect on how they focus their ener-

gies and characterize their efforts when they are

being evaluated, while at the same time giving

those conducting the evaluations (i.e., RPT com-

mittees, department chairs and deans) a greater

understanding of how the guidelines at their

institution may be inadvertently promoting cer-

tain forms of scholarship and assessment meas-

ures over others, which may be at odds with the

public missions of many institutions. We suggest

that, given the prominence of public and related

terms in RPT documents and the lack of explicit

metrics or incentives to encourage publicly-ori-

ented scholarship, there are clear opportunities

for institutions to reconcile these discrepancies.

Where we do find evidence for the promotion

of specific forms of scholarship is in the types of

outputs that are mentioned in the documents.

While in this study we did not analyze all the out-

puts being asked of faculty, we found an almost

ubiquitous presence of traditional research for-

mats (i.e., books, conference proceedings,

grants, journal articles, monographs and presen-

tations) which are often not accessible to the

public who ultimately underwrites the work. The

remarkably consistent presence of these few

terms across institution type and sub-type, and

across disciplines, is likely not surprising to most

readers, but is nonetheless a reminder of how

entrenched these modes of scholarship are in

academia.

What might be more surprising is the lack of

positive mentions of OA as a way of facilitating

the uptake of these deeply entrenched formats

by a more diverse set of users through increased

access. OA could be a bridge that links research

activities, published in traditional formats, to
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expanded engagement with more diverse

groups of users and stakeholders, fulfilling the

public patronage imperative of universities, but

it does not advance a university’s efforts along

the other dimensions of publicness.

Our work thus highlights some of the ways

institutions could better align metrics and incen-

tives with the different dimensions of publicness

to ensure these are adequately supported in the

RPT process. It seems natural for those wanting

to see change in the way public and/or commu-

nity engaged scholarship is valued to want to

see those changes reflected in the guidelines.

Our findings show that these forms of scholar-

ship are not always regarded as highly as “pub-

lished research in top-ranked/High Impact

Factor journals” and are often considered part

of faculty service – the least valued aspect of the

RPT trifecta. The lack of value placed on service

creates disparity between faculty, something

that warrants special consideration given that

women spend more time on such roles, often at

the expense of their career progression

(Guarino and Borden, 2017; Misra et al.,

2011).

Of course, there are different degrees of

value placed on public and community engage-

ment activities across universities and units. The

appearance of terms related to public and/or

community engaged scholarship in many of the

guidelines from academic units from the Life Sci-

ences (where medical schools are found), sug-

gests that these forms of scholarship receive

consideration in some of the fields where there

are direct and obvious implications for the com-

munity, and where efforts are being made for

more comprehensive models of research assess-

ment (Cabrera et al., 2018; Cabrera et al.,

2017).

Counting public and/or community engaged

scholarship wholly as a research activity is just

one way in which publicness could be better

supported, but, as O’Meara states, “just

because a college changes its written definition

of scholarship in promotion policies does not

mean that institutional members wake up the

next day with a new view of faculty work” (p. 58,

O’Meara, 2002). Other efforts, such as the

requirement of the International Development

Research Centre (IDRC) and other Canadian

agencies for knowledge mobilization plans in all

of their grants, are trying to promote publicness

through funding incentives (Lebel and McLean,

2018). Others still have suggested expanding

the RPT trifecta to introduce a new category

that includes activities that aim to disseminate

information to a broader public, and that might

be seen as a midpoint between research and

service (Harley et al., 2010; Scheinfeldt, 2008).

However, there may be limits to what additional

categories related to "publicness" can achieve –

particularly if they are not based on well-defined

metrics – without understanding the limitations

of the current assessment practices. Such cate-

gories may end up being undervalued in much

the same way service is today.

Instead, our research confirms a discrepancy

between how faculty work is assessed and incen-

tivized through the RPT process and the stated

goals of institutions to achieve scholarship for

the public good. However, previous efforts at

RPT reform suggest that solely changing what is

written in RPT documents may not be sufficient

to better align assessment practices and institu-

tional goals (O’Meara, 2005). To close this gap,

publicly orientated faculty work may first need

to be considered on par with activities for which

there are "quantifiable research metrics," since

these are the ones that appear to be the most

valued. That is, it seems difficult for faculty to

carry out scholarly work aligned with the public

dimensions of universities if this work is an addi-

tional burden that is separate from the main

activity of producing knowledge.

Moreover, to close the gap, faculty may need

to be allowed and likely encouraged to produce

other types of outputs beyond the six traditional

outputs we searched for. Relatedly, for the pub-

lic availability of these and other outputs to be

valued, that too may need to be explicitly

rewarded. Such a change would help incorpo-

rate other forms of scholarship (e.g., software

and data) and publicly oriented outputs (e.g.,

blog posts, policy briefs, podcasts), while, at the

same time, promoting open access to all faculty

work. Lastly, as mentioned above, a shift

towards a more nuanced and judicious use of

research metrics may allow for a greater number

of activities, including those that are not readily

quantifiable, to be considered and valued. Such

a change is encouraged by the first of the princi-

ples in the Leiden Manifesto that states that

“quantitative evaluation should support qualita-

tive, expert assessment,” not supplant it

(Hicks et al., 2015).

While these suggestions may not fully align

an institution’s simultaneous goals of public

good and academic productivity and output, we

do believe that changing the guidelines and pro-

cedures governing the RPT process can have a

significant impact on how faculty choose to allo-

cate their time and energy. At the risk of putting
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too much emphasis on one initiative (for a review

of different initiatives, see Moher et al., 2018),

we once again can point to the efforts of DORA

in identifying good practices found in the docu-

ments of several research organizations

(DORA, 2018a). However, for these and any

other efforts to have the intended effect, more

work continues to be needed to understand the

relationship between RPT guidelines and faculty

behavior (calls for such work go back as early as

O’Meara, 2002).

The question therefore remains: do RPT

guidelines truly influence faculty priorities and

publishing strategies? Our analysis offers a

glimpse of the extent to which various aspects

of faculty work are present in formal guidelines,

but it cannot tell us whether the presence of

these terms, or the way they are used, is actually

affecting how faculty spend their time, nor the

successes and challenges they are finding

through each activity. We believe further qualita-

tive analysis of the sample of documents we col-

lected, combined with surveys and interviews

with faculty and RPT committees, could serve to

explore the relationship that these documents

have with the lived experience of RPT and to fur-

ther understand how publicness intersects with

faculty work. In the meantime, our work leads us

to confirm that faculty are more often rewarded

for publishing traditional research outputs and

demonstrating that those outputs are cited by

other scholars than for truly promoting public

scholarship. As such, there is great potential to

better align public scholarship goals with the

metrics and RPT process that guides faculty

work.
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