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ABSTRACT

RICHARD COOPER SPIVEY
INADVERTENT CENSORSHIP: A STUDY OF RESEARCHER’S PERCEPTIONS OF
POSSIBLE BIAS IN THE PEER REVIEW PUBLICATION PROCESS.
Under the Direction of EDWARD L. BOUIE JR., Ed.D.

The constant struggle for higher education institutions to improve their status
leads to the forming of a culture where individuals must adopt the institution’s values and
norms and conform to the institution’s culture as a result (Dimaggio & Powell, 1983).
The peer-reviewed journal system that is ostensibly intended to disseminate basic
knowledge findings could be viewed as an example of this type of conformation and may
be one of the most important performance metrics by which an academic may be judged
in terms of research quality and possible research funding (Dey, Milem, & Berger,
1997;Vora & Boellstorff, 2012; Yoder & Bramlett, 2011). As a result, researchers may
be planning their research agendas based upon what subjects and or methodologies will
give them the greatest chance of being published.
The purpose of this study was to investigate whether researchers and faculty were
choosing the subjects they study according to what subjects or methods will give them
the greatest chance of being published.
The methodology used was quantitative and contained a survey that allowed
respondents to answer by choosing response choices on a Likert-type scale were used.

After screening out the respondents that did not meet the sample criteria of having a
terminal degree or practice in the social science discipline a sample size of 95
respondents was obtained.
There was evidence to support that prestige plays a role in how scientists choose
their study interests. There is also evidence to show that researchers are looking for
subjects to study based on what is popular in the peer-reviewed journals. There is
evidence that show that some scientists may be inadvertently censoring themselves by
conforming to what is perceived as a bias toward given theories and or methodologies.

x

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
The peer-reviewed journal system that is ostensibly intended to disseminate basic
knowledge findings may be one of the most important performance metrics by which an
academic may be judged in terms of research quality and possible research funding (Dey,
Milem, & Berger, 1997; Vora & Boellstorff, 2012; Yoder & Bramlett, 2011). Many
academics question whether using the peer-reviewed journal as a quality proof is
meritorious or arbitrary in nature (Adler & Harzin, 2009; Giacalone, 2009; Keith &
Babchuck, 1998; Willmott, 2011). The system is pervasive throughout the academic
community because tenure committees’ decisions concerning faculty promotion and the
prestige level upon which institutions’ scientists and faculty obtain employment depend
largely on the perceived quality of their research (Adler & Harzin, 2009; Oswald, 2007).
The metric that may be used to determine an academic’s quality of research is the peer
reviewed journal (Adler & Harzin, 2009; Frey, 2002; Leung, 2007; Nkomo, 2009; Oswald,
2007). Journal rankings can possibly be interpreted to be an important part of the
foundation upon which the academic reward system is built (Nkomo, 2009; Oswald, 2007).
Problem
The academic reward system that is used to determine the quality of an
academic’s research in higher education may be based upon a system that is biased in its
evaluation (Frey, 2002; Howe, 2009; Lee, Sugimoto, Zhang, & Cronin, 2013; Wong &
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Callahan, 2011). Biased evaluation is the process of evaluating scientific studies based
on preferences for certain methodologies or research subjects (Kaplan, 2005; Lee et al.,
2013; Schwartz & Zamboanga, 2009). As a result, it may be possible that academics are
anticipating a biased evaluation method for certain journals and plan their research to
match their perception of a journal’s bias (Frey, 2002; Howe, 2009; King, 2006). This in
turn may be causing higher education academics to be abandoning certain research
subjects and methodologies in order to have a better chance of being published (Adler &
Harzin, 2009; Frey, 2002; Leung, 2007; Skolnick, 1989; Willmott, 2011). If this is
happening, then higher education academics may in effect be censoring themselves by
conforming to anticipated epistemological and ontological preferences of peer-reviewed
journals (Howe, 2009; Lee et al., 2013; Skolnick, 1989). This has an important effect on
higher education research because whole bodies of research may not be disseminated
throughout academics due to the perceived preferences of peer-reviewed journals
(Oswald, 2007). In other words, research will not be conducted to expand basic
knowledge about education but rather, it will be conducted so that academics can succeed
within the reward system (Frey, 2002). This defeats the purpose of peer review, which is
to allow empirical findings to be disseminated and scrutinized as well as to determine
whether they can be replicated (Adler & Harzin, 2009; Mallard et al., 2009).
Research Questions
RQ1. Is research quality assumed to be based on the perceived level of the
quality of the journal in which it is published?
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RQ2. Do scientists and faculty plan their studies based upon their belief that
certain journals use biased evaluation standards when determining whether to publish
research or not?
RQ3. Are academics inadvertently censoring themselves?
RQ4. Is there a difference between published and non-published researchers in
their perceptions of peer-reviewed publication bias?
Theoretical Framework
Max W eber’s theories on Bureaucratic organizational theory (Baehr & Wells,
2002; Parsons, 1964) and Dimaggio and Powell’s (1983) extension of W eber’s work on
Cultural Isomorphism are used to construct the theoretical framework for this study.
Weber’s many theories of organization of bureaucratic organizations consisted of the
formalized grouping of officials who have differing levels of authority relative to the
amount of responsibility to the organization with which they were burdened (Parsons,
1964). A bureaucracy works due to having a system of authority that determines the
legitimacy of the organization’s operation and purpose (Parsons, 1964). Of the several
types of authority and resulting organizational structures that are created, Traditional
Authority is the system which best describes how the academic reward system is
structured. Parsons translates weber’s idea as,
A system of imperative co-ordination will be called ‘traditional’ if legitimacy is
claimed for it and believed in on the basis of the sanctity of the order and the
attendant powers of control as they have been handed down from the past, ‘have
always existed’. The person or persons exercising authority are designated according
to traditionally transmitted mles. The object of obedience is the personal authority of
the individual, which he enjoys by virtue of his traditional status. The organized
group exercising authority is, in the simplest case, primarily based on relations of
personal loyalty, cultivated through a common process of education, (p. #)
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This lens was applied to the current study to evaluate whether journals have
become a performance metric to judge the quality of scientists’ research. It will also help
investigate whether researchers perceive positivist tendencies when journals choose
studies for publication and plan their research so that it conforms to the perceived bias.
In creating this framework, the journal editorial system is viewed as a bureaucracy that
receives its legitimacy through traditional authority, as described above.
The journal publication system has evolved from being a way to disseminate
scientific findings into a metric system that is used to determine such factors as faculty
tenure, faculty employment, and the prestige a researcher will gamer as a result of
publication in elite journals of their given discipline (Giacalone, 2009; Lee et al., 2013;
Nkomo, 2009). This system may have become a tradition in the sense that most
academics may be forced to adapt to this culture as they pursue their academic credentials
in order to be perceived by academia as legitimate and qualified research scientists (Dey
et al., 1997; Dimaggio & Powell, 1983; Frey, 2002; Leung, 2007). This is an example of
what Dimaggio and Powell (1983) refer to as Normative Cultural Isomorphism. As a
result, new scientists are in a sense bom into this evaluation system and do not know of
any different metric. This is what Weber translated as the bureaucracy being an “iron
cage,” asserting that once a bureaucracy had become legitimized, those entering it were
as if they were entering a “metal Shell” (Baehr & Wells, 2002; Dimaggio & Powell,
1983; Parsons, 1964). As a result, those individuals who enter the profession do not
know any different operation, as evaluation has always been conducted this way. This
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concept will be used to look at the possibility of whether research scientists perceive
journals as a performance metric to which they have to conform.
Significance of the Study
The significance of this study will be to investigate whether published and non
published PhDs perceive academic journal publication as the primary performance metric
used to evaluate research quality and the primary way to advance their career. In other
words, this study will try to gain insight into whether researchers perceive journal
publication to be the primary performance metric by which they are judged and whether
they feel journals in higher education use biased evaluation methods (Adler & Harzin,
2009; Dey et al., 1997; Frey, 2002; Keith & Babchuck, 1998; Leung, 2007; Yoder &
Bramlett, 2011). If non-tenured or tenured PhDs share this perception, then the
repercussions would be that higher education journals may be retarding the advancement
of discovery of basic knowledge in favour of focusing resources on investigating subjects
and possibly using methodologies that are preferred by peer reviewed journal editors and
referees (King, 2006; O ’Brien et al., 2006). This study will look at how researchers
perceive the peer-review journal publication process and whether they perceive any bias
and conform to it in order to be published. If the study does provide evidence of
conformity, then the research community may ask the question of whether it is
inadvertently censoring itself.
Procedures
Higher Education PhDs who work in the social sciences were surveyed to
determine whether they perceived a bias in the subjects or methods that are usually

6
published in peer-reviewed journals (Yoder & Bramlett, 2011). An e-mail list was
assembled using two methods. The first method utilized a software designed to search
the internet for e-mails that matched a keyword search. The key word search used was
Social Sciences Faculty, researchers. The second method involved searching for e-mails
by manually looking up university web sites, finding the directory for Social Science
Faculty and typing them into an excel spread sheet.
The software searched and found e-mails for Social Science Faculty across the
United States. The software found seventy four thousand e-mails that came from all fifty
states and the U.S. Territories. This sample was too large; thus, repeating sequences of
numbers from one to 75 were assigned to the e-mails. The e-mails were then sorted in
excel by their assigned number in ascending order. This organized all the e-mails by
their assigned number together. The twenty-second group and the seventy-fourth group
were chosen to assemble the email list. The e-mail list was then cleaned of addresses that
obviously did not belong to a person. After those emails were removed a list of 1,945
was left.
The commercial mass email firms could not be used. The reason was in order to
use their service, it would have to be affirmed that all the e-mail Addresses on the list had
“opted in” to receiving an unsolicited e-mail. Doing so would have been a lie and
subsequently a violation of the honor code.
By researching some of the mass e-mail forums, I learned that Google Apps
would allow up to five hundred e-mails a day but only one hundred every fifteen minutes.
However, in order to secure a Google Apps account, one had to obtain a domain name.
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The domain name of “my dissertation research.org” was secured. The e-mails were sent
principally to the investigator, and the recruit emails were sent as blind copies so that
none of the respondents would be able to see the other e-mails. The one thousand nine
hundred and forty five e-mails were sent via google Apps over a four-day period during
the workweek. The question inquiring about the degree to which researchers perceive
that publication in these journals is a performance metric will guide this research
(Grofman, 2007; Yoder & Bramlett, 2011). All of the answers to the survey questions
will be considered to construct a stratum, which will be used to determine whether
participants believe that publication journals are used as a performance metric, a way to
disseminate basic knowledge, or a mixture of both. This task will be accomplished
through a quantitative analysis using descriptive statistics.
Limitations
The most probable limitation of this study is that the respondents may give
disingenuous answers on the survey due to their benefitting from the system. To counter
this limitation, a statement was included about how an honest response may help change
the way in which the academic community perceives research publication.
Delimitations
Only PhDs will be asked to respond to this survey. The study sample will consist
of published and non-published scientists. Only descriptive statistical methods will be
used as opposed to experimental or intervention methods.
Social scientists will be studied because the peer-review system breaks down
disciplines that homogenous subjects or methodologies do not dominate (Squazzoni &
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Gandelli, 2011). The peer review system is less standardized in the social sciences
because a number of different theories have tried to explain how society functions, and
several methods have been used to study those methods. As a result, peer-review
evaluators are not always versed in the subject matter or methodology used in submitted
research. This circumstance could lead to unpredictable publication criteria, as
evaluators may reject submissions because they do not understand a study or the
methodology it uses.
Definition of Terms
Biased evaluation methods are those methods that value or publish articles that
report research findings according to a preference for subject, methodology, or
significance findings (Blackburn & Hakel, 2006; Lee et al., 2013).
Summary
This study investigated whether researchers feel that they must publish research in
peer-reviewed journals in order to have a successful career. The study also investigated
whether researchers perceive bias in peer-reviewed publication methods. The study
investigated whether scientists are planning their research so that it conforms to perceived
peer-reviewed journal bias. If scientists are conforming to the perceived bias in the
methods that peer-reviewed journals use to select which studies to publish, then
researchers may be inadvertently censoring themselves. The study asked the following
research questions: RQ1: Is research quality assumed based on the perceived level of
quality of the journal where it is published?
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RQ2: Do scientists and faculty plan their studies based upon their belief that
certain journals use biased evaluation standards when determining whether to publish
research or not?
RQ3: Are academics inadvertently censoring themselves?
RQ4: Is there a difference between published and non-published researchers in
their perceptions of peer-reviewed publication bias? The significance of the study will be
that it may force the academic community to re-examine the peer-reviewed journal’s
purpose and the ways in which scientists’ performance is evaluated.
This study surveyed the participants to determine whether they judge the quality
of research based on the journal prestige hierarchy in which the study is published. The
participants were also asked whether they or other scientists are designing their research
in order to conform to a perceived bias in peer-reviewed journals. The participants were
further asked questions that determined whether they are inadvertently censoring
themselves. The last question inquired whether published researchers have a different
perception about peer-reviewed publication bias compared to un-published researchers.
The limitation of the study is that participants may not respond truthfully. However, to
address this issue, a statement that reiterates the importance of answering honestly or the
results of the study may be skewed will be included in the invitation to participate in the
survey. Only PhDs who work in the social sciences were asked to participate.
Participants were limited to social scientists because the social sciences are more
heterogeneous in terms of ideas and methodologies, so publication decisions may seem
biased due to evaluators not being familiar with subject matter and or methodologies.

CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
The peer-review journal system that has been used as a means for research
scientists to share results may have evolved into a performance metric used to determine
the quality of research (Adler & Harzin, 2009; Dey et al., 1997). The academic
community values published research that is directly related to the prestige of the journal
in which the research is published (Giacalone, 2009). This metric forces research
scientists and higher education faculty to conform to a system that places a research
production burden on scholars’ shoulders, which determines most academic’s success in
academia (Blackburn & Hakel, 2006; Boardman & Ponomariov, 2007; Grofman, 2007;
Houry, Green, & Callaham, 2012; Skolnick, 1989). Coupled with this concept is the
question of whether peer reviewed literature sources use biased journal publication
evaluation methods (Blackburn & Hakel, 2006; Davidoff, 2004; Lee et al., 2013). This
study considers these concepts from the perspective of the research scientist and asks
whether it is possible that researchers perceive publication bias in journals in which they
wish to be published and whether those perceptions motivate them to plan their research
agendas to conform to that bias (King, 2006). The significance of this question lies in the
possibility that, as a result of researchers’ perceptions, research scientists and faculty may
be inadvertently censoring themselves and failing to increase basic knowledge to the
detriment of the community (Lee et al., 2013; O ’Brien et al., 2006; Sismondo, 2009).
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The Peer Review Publication Process
Peer reviewed publication is an elaborate process that constitutes the
communication and collaboration of the organization of a journal along with the author in
order to produce an article that conforms to the rules and mission of the journal and
communicates the findings of the author (Vora & Boellstorff, 2012). The basic
organizational structure of a journal is that it is composed of an editor and editorial board
as well as an action editor and then the volunteer referees (Schwartz & Zamboanga,
2009; Vora & Boellstorff, 2012). Usually, submissions exceed publication space so the
rejection rates can be high, especially for the more prestigious journals (Schwartz &
Zamboanga, 2009). An editor may adopt several editorial styles. They may be passive,
authoritarian, or collaborative (Schwartz & Zamboanga, 2009). Depending on the style
of the editor, the article submitted may be passed onto volunteer reviewers immediately,
signaling a passive style. It may be given a cursory review to make sure the publication
at least conforms to the mission of the journal and that it has a basic level of quality. This
would be the action of a collaborative editor. The work in question may also be swiftly
rejected or accepted by an authoritarian editor, despite any recommendations by the
reviewers to the contrary (Schwartz & Zamboanga, 2009). The volunteer reviewers read
submissions received from the editors in order to provide preliminary evaluations of
whether the submission should be published (Vora & Boellstorff, 2012).
If the article is accepted, it is most likely accepted conditionally, pending changes
recommended by either the reviewers or editorial board (Vora & Boellstorff, 2012). As
described above, the author must interact with an organization that has specific rules
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regarding the mission of the journal as well as submission guidelines, and the author must
abide by these rules and accept any decision the journal makes about the author’s work
(Vora & Boellstorff, 2012). Due to the above attributes, the journal can be considered a
type of bureaucratic organizational structure, as described by Max Weber.
Max Weber conceived of the concept of the bureaucracy as it relates to a form of
organization to allow different enterprises to compete in a burgeoning capitalistic free
market (Roth & Wittich, 1921/1968). His theory on bureaucracy was based on six major
precepts. First, the operations that are necessary for the function of a bureaucracy are
controlled by an infrastructure composed of official rules (Roth & Wittich, 1921/1968).
Officials may give orders required to carry out duties necessary for the operation of the
organization according to specified rules. This creates a vertical hierarchy that allows
supervision of lower-ranked by higher-ranked workers (Roth & Wittich, 1921/1968).
The third precept is that only individuals who are qualified to work in a given capacity
for the organization may do so in order to provide for continuous operation of the
enterprise (Roth & Wittich, 1921/1968). Organizational supervisors are required to have
education specific to management. Fifth, the organizational official will be required to
devote all of their working hours to the operational duties of the organization (Roth &
Wittich, 1921/1968). Lastly, management of the organization follows a set of rules that
can be passed on from one administration to a successive one. These rules will be based
on expertise of the managing official and will be technical in nature relative to the
mission of the bureaucracy (Roth & Wittich, 1921/1968).
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The peer-reviewed journal can be viewed as a type of bureaucracy. Weber
described in his essays that each journal is run by “officials” who have duties that are
detailed and specific to carrying out the purpose of the organization. The purpose in this
case is to make sure that a peer-reviewed journal conforms to a specific mission within
academia. The editors, editorial board, and the volunteer reviewers fit into W eber’s
description of the roles of organization’s officers and workers. The author may actually
be seen as a type of worker due to his contribution to the journal’s research production
output (Merton, 1968).
However, in order for organizations to function, they must be perceived as being
legitimate due to some form of legitimacy that defines the roles of the officers and
workers within the organization (Parsons, 1964). In the case of a peer-reviewed journal,
the form of legitimacy that allows it to function is traditional legitimacy. Traditional
legitimacy exists in organizations that have evolved over time, and they are perceived as
having always existed. The reason for this perception is that those individuals that work
in this type of institution have all been indoctrinated to it through the same or a similar
education process (Parsons, 1964). A parallel between the traditional bureaucracy and a
peer-reviewed journal can be drawn when one considers that those individuals who not
only run the journals but also participate in the publication process as a whole have gone
through the same education process in order to gain their academic credentials (Masuoka,
Grofman, & Feld, 2007). An organization that becomes so well defined, not necessarily
through traditional legitimacy, becomes the standard for how similar enterprises organize
themselves (Dimaggio & Powell, 1983; Parsons, 1964). When a system of organization
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is formed and perceived as the only legitimate means to carry out a given task, all those
who enter the organization are bom into what Weber referred to as the “metal” shell
(Baehr & Wells, 2002). Dimaggio and Powell (1983) described this idea through their
hypothesis A-5, suggesting, “ The greater the reliance on academic credentials in
choosing managerial and staff personnel, the greater the extent to which an organization
will become like other organizations in its field” (1983, p. 155). Individuals who operate
within the organization are not aware of any other system of organization nor can they
conceive of any new form of organization that would be more efficient (Baehr & Wells,
2002; Parsons, 1964).
Building on W eber’s work, Dimaggio and Powell (1983) grafted the idea that
bureaucratic organizations are not being formed in order to be more competitive but
rather to homogenize the culture of a profession. Dimaggio and Powell criticized that
bureaucracies are not forming due to the capitalist needs for efficiency but rather due to
the need to homogenize organizations, such as professions in order to create a culture that
provides some control over the participants. The process by which an organization or
bureaucracy is formed parallels the description of the structure of the peer review process
by
The process of institutional definition or “structuration” consists of four
parts:
An increase in the extent of interaction among organizations in the field;
the emergence of sharply defined inter-organizational structures of domination
and patterns of coalition; an increase in the information load with which
organizations in a field must contend; and the development of a mutual
awareness among participants in a set of organizations that they are involved in
a common enterprise. (Dimaggio & Powell 1983, p. 148)
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The first part of Dimaggio and Powell’s (1983) quote can be related to the fact
that the publication output of academics has increased substantially over the past few
decades (Keith & Babchuck, 1998; Lee et al., 2013). This parallels an increase in
interaction due to the increase in the spread of scientific research among institutions of
higher education through the peer review journal. The second idea in Dimaggio and
Powell also exists because the peer-review journal publication process forces the
researcher to publish according to the rules of the peer review process in order to succeed
within the academy organizational structure (Adler & Harzin, 2009). The third point in
the above (Dimaggio & Powell, 1983) quote relates well to the fact that peer reviewed
journals as well as grant reviewing boards have had an overload of submissions due to
the need to get published and due to the decline in federal and state funding (Lee et al.,
2013; Oswald, 2007). Lastly, all entities involved in the peer review process are aware
that they are trying to advance basic knowledge (Schwartz & Zamboanga, 2009). When
comparing Dimaggio and Powell’s quote above to the peer review process, it can be
interpreted as an amalgamation of bureaucracies that have created a shared culture that
forces those who participate within it to conform to its norms if they wish to succeed.
Dey et al. in their 1997 study investigated the differences in publication rates
among institutions of higher education. The purpose of the study was to determine
whether cultural isomorphism is responsible for an increase in publication rates or
whether accumulative advantage is responsible. Essentially, accumulative advantage
describes the phenomenon of the formation of hierarchal structures within higher
education (Dey et al., 1997). Accumulative advantage is the process whereby

universities gain higher prestige by attracting academics who have a higher publication
rate (Dey et al., 1997). The hierarchy is formed through attracting academics with
prestigious careers who in turn attract external funding (Dey et al., 1997). This creates a
cycle whereby a higher education institution accumulates the more prestigious academics
to increase or maintain their prestige level (Dey et al., 1997). In their work, Dey et al.
(1997) asserted that this is one possible reason the institutions become homogenized.
They also speak of cultural isomorphism, as described by Dimaggio and Powell (1983).
Dey et al. investigated both of these theories in their 1997 work. In Dey et al.
(1997), cultural isomorphism and accumulative advantage are investigated using a
quantitative, longitudinal methodology. This study uses the data from three national
surveys. The data consists of the publication rates of faculty from ninety-nine colleges
and universities. The data are used to create two time points. Time 1 is 1972. Time 2 is
an aggregate of a 1989 and a 1992 survey (Dey et al., 1997). Three sources of
publications are studied. Publications studied include peer-reviewed journals, published
books, and the number of publications within two years of the study being conducted
(Dey et al., 1997). The study aimed to examine differences in the publication rates of the
faculty from time 1 to time 2 (Dey et al., 1997). During the period studied, a significant
increase in publication rates was observed. Publication rates were the highest when
studying peer-reviewed journal publications and lowest when studying published books
(Dey et al., 1997). Dey et al. (1997) interpreted the data as showing that the increase in
journal articles is due to a proliferation of journals over time. It is possible that the
increase in journals is evidence of institutional isomorphism (Dey et al., 1997). Dey et al.
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asserted that the American higher education system emphasizes an increase in
publication. Dey et al. further concluded that there is evidence to support both cultural
isomorphism and accumulative advantage in the American higher education system due
to a competitive hierarchy contained within the system.
Clark (1983) asserted that higher education institutions containing hierarchies
stimulate competition and the need for career advancement. Dey et al. (1997) explained
how the type of institution could affect the need for publication by faculty. Institutions
that stress teaching over publication will not have as great a publication rate as those
institutions that stress research over teaching. As a result, the very nature of the
institution in which faculty members find themselves working may stifle their need or
ability to publish (Dey et al., 1997). Dey et al. concluded that prestigious colleges and
universities tend to attract scholars who have published; thus, accumulative advantage
explains those institutions’ place in the hierarchy. Finally, Dey et al. states the
publication rates among institutions that are lower in the hierarchy are due to cultural
isomorphism. Specifically, institutions that are lower in the hierarchy commit mimetic
isomorphism in order to be more like the institutions that are higher in the higher
education hierarchy (Dey et al., 1997). Dey et al.’s study concluded by determining that
homogenization of higher educational institutions is due to both cultural isomorphism
and accumulative advantage. Accumulative advantage explains why colleges and
universities that are in the top tier of the educational hierarchy become homogenized.
Cultural isomorphism is determined to be the reason why colleges and universities in the
lower tier of the hierarchy become homogenized (Dey et al., 1997).
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Beckert (2010) proposed a theory that isomorphism can lead to organizational
diversification. The researcher contended that organizations would not always mimic
each other (Beckert, 2010). Instead, Beckert stated that it is possible for organizations to
resist attraction. The researcher provided examples of the railway systems of Germany,
the USA, and France developing substantially different means by which they operated
their respective organizational structures due to the differing societal and governmental
norms (Beckert, 2010). Essentially, the main assertion Beckert seems to be making is
that organizations will form within an environmental context. Apparently, isomorphism
will lead to diversification when the organizational structure of one institution conflicts
with that of another or when external powers, such as governments, have agendas that are
incongruous with each other (Beckert, 2010). However, Beckert still described the
process by which organizations form isomorphic nature. This is to say that bureaucratic
organizations will form due to a need to create a cultural heterogeneity (Beckert, 2010).
Essentially, Beckert differed from Dimaggio and Powell in scale. Although Beckert
claimed that diversification would operate on the organizational level as well, no
examples were given of how diversification on a smaller scale would work (Beckert,
2010 ).
The peer review process can have many facets. It can be understood as a
bureaucracy that receives its legitimacy due to tradition, as described by Weber (Parsons,
1964). It may also be seen as having a normative isomorphic culture, which causes
participants within their profession (higher education) to conform to its cultural norms
(Dimaggio, 1981). Conformance to professional norms is accomplished through what
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Weber described as the “metal shell” (Baehr & Wells, 2002). In other words, the
participants of the peer review process are indoctrinated through the credentialing
process. As a result, they are not aware of any other organizational structure because
they have all been indoctrinated by the same system of education, and they are required
to obtain the same credentials in order to be viewed by others in the profession as
legitimate. A question that arises is whether it is possible for the participants of the peer
review process to perceive any bias during the publication phase of the peer review
process and whether that perception could affect their research agendas.
The peer review process is one of the most important performance metrics by
which academics’ legitimacy and quality of research are judged (Podsakoff, Mackenzie,
Bachrach, & Podsakoff, 2005; Marsh, Jayasinghe, & Bond, 2008). The peer review
process has been described as, “the ultimate gatekeeper of scientific publication in
funding” (Kaplan, 2005, p. 321). Kaplan (2005) stated that the peer review process has
two functions. The first function is the peer reviewers or evaluators’ attempt to provide
constructive criticism of the author’s manuscript to improve the written work. The
second function of the peer review process is to determine, which scientific findings are
most significant and therefore worthy of publication (Kaplan, 2005). Other functions of
the peer review process include promotion and tenure review (Lee et al., 2013).
Hirschauer (2010) asserted that the social functions of the peer review process are
making sure that authors are matched with interested readers. This provides a means of
achievement for scientists allowing them to further their careers, keeping scientists from
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ruining their careers by publishing research that may be substandard and lastly is a means
for providing new insights into the reader’s specific research area.
Peer Review as a Performance Metric
Peer-review has been referred to as the gatekeeper of “science publication in
funding” (Kaplan, 2005). Peer review is used for a number of reasons, all of which
constitute performance evaluation (Marsh et al., 2008). It is used when funding
organizations are trying to evaluate whether they will fund a grant (Marsh et al., 2008).
Peer-reviewed journals also use it to evaluate whether articles will be published in journal
literature (Marsh et al., 2008). It is also used to determine whether a job applicant within
higher education will receive a position (Marsh et al., 2008). Tenure committees also
base their decisions on whether faculty will attain tenure based upon the process of peer
review (Marsh et al., 2008).
The reason publication in peer-reviewed journals may be used as a performance
metric is because there is a tangible essence about it. It is not easy to determine whether
a scientist is brilliant (Ney, 1976); it is easier to count how many articles they have
published (Ney, 1976). An academician’s work can be further scrutinized as to its quality
by taking notice of the prestige associated with the journal in which it is published (Ney,
1976). Ney (1976) stated two principles among seven. The first is that one should
remember that they should be concerned with writing their article in a way that pleases
the editor and no one else matters (Ney, 1976). The second most salient of his principles
is that one should only publish papers where a hypothesis is proven (Ney, 1976).
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Grofman (2007) conducted a study wherein he examined a possible correlation
between University of California System faculty salaries and research publication. A
prevailing a priori hypothesis in the paper is whether pay is correlated to seniority defined
as the number of years holding the Ph.D. degree (Grofman, 2007). This theory is
asserted because the University of California’s System is a bureaucracy and as such, it
would have rigid rules and procedure (Grofman, 2007). The pay rate of faculty members
could be attained because the university system is a public institution and pay rates are a
matter of public record (Grofman, 2007). The pay of faculty was then compared to
research publication rates. The a priori hypothesis based on seniority was not found to be
true (Grofman, 2007). There existed a small increase in pay relative to a larger amount of
published research by a given faculty member (Grofman, 2007). No bias concerning
salary was observed when sex or ethnicity was examined (Grofman, 2007).
Sources of Bias
Many higher education employees find fault with the process (Marsh et al., 2008).
Some of the faults of the peer review process have been listed as being, “ .. .bias,
incompetence, excessive expense, ineffectiveness, and corruption” (Kaplan, 2005, p.
321). Although the peer review process is widespread, the system is not entirely trusted,
“The casual eavesdropper strolling through any poster session or social hour at a
professional conference will overhear an abundance of editorial complaints” (Suls &
Martin, 2009, p. 40).
The peer review process originated with the Royal Society of Edinburg and began
in 1732 (Suls & Martin, 2009). It was not until 1873 that the editor of the British
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Medical Journal adopted the peer review process by special experts (Suls & Martin,
2009). However, the peer review process became widely accepted only after World War
II (Suls & Martin, 2009). Evidence for the evolution of the peer review process comes
from Burnham (1990) who asserted that editors seemed to have to rediscover the editorial
process every time they were appointed.
One definition of peer review bias is, “the violation of impartiality in the
evaluation of the submission” (Lee et al., 2013, p. 4). In 1982, Peters and Ceci
conducted a study whereby several published articles by well-known authors were taken
and edited so that the titles were different and the author’s names were changed. Nine
peer-reviewed journals were selected that had an 80% rejection rate at the time of
publication in 1982. These nine journals represented 70% of peer-reviewed publications
that were considered prestigious. The articles chosen for this study were chosen from
the same journals at least two years prior to their publication. Only cosmetic changes
were made to the articles. Other than changing the names of the authors and the
institutions with which they were affiliated, the articles were retyped exactly as they had
been submitted to each journal originally. Overall, 35 out of the 38 editors and
reviewers combined did not recognize that the resubmitted articles had already been
published previously in mainstream psychology peer-reviewed literature. It should be
noted that Peters and Ceci (1982) checked and made sure that there were no shifts in the
subjects that the journals in question were publishing. Out of the nine peer-reviewed
journals, only one of the journals accepted the article it had previously published.
(Peters & Ceci, 1982)
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Hirst and Altman (2012) asserted that it is necessary to report guidelines for
reviewers to insure the relevancy and quality of published studies. Hirst and Altman
further stated, “ ...much published research across all medical specialties is not useful,
maybe even misleading, wasteful, and maybe even harmful” (p. 1). Hirst and Altman
conducted a study in 2012 to examine the websites of one hundred sixteen peer-reviewed
journals from the McMasters list. One of the main objectives of the study was to identify
whether these websites contained published instructions for peer reviewers who would be
evaluating submissions to the respective journals (Hirst & Altman, 2012). Only 35% of
the website studied provided instructions for peer review evaluators. Forty six percent of
the websites studied mentioned reviewing standards in some fashion. However, they did
not provide authoritative instructions on how to review submissions (Hirst & Altman,
2012).
Blackburn and Hakel (2006) conducted a study that reviewed the submission of
posters at 3 annual conferences for the years 2002, 2003, and 2004. The evaluators who
scored the posters in terms of their quality consisted of individuals who had submitted a
poster and were evaluators. There were also individuals who had submitted posters and
were not among the evaluators. Blackburn and Hakel found that evaluators who had
posted used much higher evaluation standards compared to those who were not
evaluators. Individuals who evaluated the posters and did not make submissions
themselves were found to be much more lenient in their judging criteria (Blackburn &
Hakel, 2006). Blackburn and Hakel concluded that this effect might be because those
who had authored and submitted a poster may have the experience to actually be better
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evaluators. The authors asserted that the disparity between author and non-author
evaluator standards poses a problem for the peer review process. They also stated that it
seems plausible that the status of the reviewer may affect perceptions of his/her
experience level as a researcher (Blackburn & Hakel, 2006).
Evaluator Reliability
One of the most important parts of the peer review system is the referee or
reviewer (Schwartz & Zamboanga, 2009). Peer reviewed journal editors rely on reviewer
to cull the research that has little chance of being published and deliver to the editors a
short list of the highest quality articles (Schwartz & Zamboanga, 2009). The peer
reviewer may be the weakest link in the process because good reviewers are difficult to
find and good reviewers who provide their recommendations in a timely manner are even
harder (Schwartz & Zamboanga, 2009).
Wong and Callahan (2011) performed research on medical journal editors to
assess their familiarity with publication issues. Editors from clinical medical journals
with the highest citation rates were surveyed (Wong & Callahan, 2011). Overall, 183
editors were electronically surveyed and 52% of the editors responded (Wong &
Callahan, 2011). Out of all responders, 76% of the evaluators reported that they had
completed formal editorial training. Furthermore, 89% of the responders reported that
they had completed formal training on medical peer-reviewed journal topics (Wong &
Callahan, 2011). Wong and Callahan also found that most editors who responded had
experienced publication ethics issues at least once a year.
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The respondents were asked four questions that tested publication ethics and
editorial knowledge (Wong & Callahan, 2011). The four areas covered were plagiarism,
authorship, conflicts of interest, and peer review (Wong & Callahan, 2011). The correct
answers to these questions were based on suggestions of the committee on publication
ethics, the American Medical Association manual of style, the International Committee
of Medical Journal editors, and the world Association of Medical Editors (Wong &
Callahan, 2011).
When editors were asked how they dealt with publication ethics issues, their first
choice in deciding how to resolve those issues was to ask for advice from within the
journal staff. The editor’s second choice was to refer to the recommended ethical
standards created for medical journal editors (Wong & Callahan, 2011). Only 17% of the
respondents answered the question correctly concerning plagiarism (Wong & Callahan,
2011). Thirty percent of the editors answered the question concerning conflicts of
interest correctly (Wong & Callahan, 2011). Thirty percent of the editors answered the
question concerning authorship correctly (Wong & Callahan, 2011). Seventeen percent
of the editors surveyed answered the question concerning peer review (Wong &
Callahan, 2011). However, when asked about their confidence and editorial knowledge,
editors received on average a score of 3.9 on a five-point Likert type scale (Wong &
Callahan, 2011). Wong and Callahan (2011) discussed the editor’s performance and
asked why the editors performed so poorly. The conclusion was that multiple
organizations recommended editorial practices and as a result, some editors may be
confusing some best practices with others (Wong & Callahan, 2011).
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The selection of peer reviewers is not standardized (Callaham & Tercier, 2007).
As a result, the qualifications of reviewers for journals are not defined (Callaham &
Tercier, 2007). Callaham and Tercier (2007) focused on trying to build a statistical
model that would be able to predict the traits necessary for a good peer reviewer. It is
important for peer reviewers to be skilled at evaluating scientific research because what
they select for publication is what is disseminated to the scientific community and
becomes the foundation of research to be conducted in the future (Callaham & Tercier,
2007).
Callahan and Tercier (2007) conducted a longitudinal study that investigated
evaluator’s performance between the years 2002 to 2005. Only permanent reviewers
were included in the study. Part-time reviewers were excluded. Overall, 430 evaluators
were approach, and 306 reviewers agreed to participate in the survey, comprising 72% of
the population studied. These reviewers completed 2856 reviews from 1,484 separate
manuscripts that were submitted during the surveyed period. The survey assessed the
evaluators’ background, training, and skills that would be needed for effective peer
review for the journal (Callaham & Tercier, 2007). This study showed that some of the
variables that were predicted to be traits of the effective evaluators had no significant
relationship with evaluators’ scores on the evaluation survey. Some of these traits
included training and critical appraisal, academic rank, having been the primary
investigator on a grant funded study, or serving on an IRB panel (Callaham & Tercier,
2007). Evaluators’ skills and appraisal ability of research submitted for publication were
scored by a standardized quality rating score that was regularly used by annals of
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emergency medicine (Callaham & Tercier, 2007). Callaham and Tercier (2007)
concluded that no type of formal training or experience could predict reviewer
performance. They further asserted that it is essential that all journals use review systems
to monitor the quality of the reviews of submitted research (Callaham & Tercier, 2007).
In 2011, Callaham and McCullouch performed a study of a journal that was
included in the 11% of the top institute of scientific information journals. The study was
longitudinal, and it was conducted between the years 1994 and 2008 (Callaham &
McCulloch, 2011). The question in the study asked whether peer reviewers’ skills
improve over time. The editors of the annals of emergency medicine scored the
evaluators on a five-point scoring scale, where “ 1= is unacceptable effort and content, 2=
unacceptable effort or content, 3= acceptable, 4= commendable, and 5= exceptional, hard
to improve” (Callaham & McCulloch, 2011).
The authors found that over a 14-year period, virtually all of the reviewers who were
observed showed a slow deterioration in their evaluation quality over time (Callaham &
McCulloch, 2011). Explanations of why almost all of the evaluators’ appraisals deteriorated
included that some reviewers do not comply with formal structural review requirements, that
there was a loss of knowledge about the subject over time, that they engaged in competing
career activities, and that they lost motivation as the evaluation task becomes too
monotonous (Callaham & McCulloch, 2011). Only 25% of the reviewers observed thought
their evaluations improved over the years (Callaham & McCulloch, 2011).
A longitudinal study was conducted between 2006 in 2010 to try to evaluate
whether skills would increase if they were matched with an evaluator mentor (Houry et

al., 2012). This study was conducted with new evaluators coupled with experienced
evaluators as mentors (Houry et al., 2012). The intervention group consisted of new
evaluators who had volunteered as well as new evaluators who had been suggested by
other members of the academic community. The control group consisted of new
evaluators who were not matched with any mentors (Houry et al., 2012). The results
indicated no significant difference between the quality of evaluators matched with
mentors and evaluators who had not been matched with mentors (Houry et al., 2012).
The authors stated their conclusion that, “there are no proven measures for screening or
improving the skills of peer reviewers, who are the gatekeepers of published science”
(Houry et al., 2012, p. 7).
Schroter et al. (2004) conducted research to study whether formal training would
increase the quality of article reviews made by referees. The study consisted of three
sample populations. The first sample comprised evaluators who agreed to take a selfstudy course that explained what editors expect from evaluators in terms of evaluating
articles (Schroter et al., 2004). The second group consisted of evaluators who
participated in a training class that explained how evaluations should be made to maintain
quality of reviews (Schroter et al., 2004). The third sample group was a control group
that received no training at all (Schroter et al., 2004). All of the evaluators were sent
articles that contained deliberate major errors at different periods (Schroter et al., 2004).
Manuscripts were sent at four to six month intervals to all three groups. The groups’
evaluations were graded using a validated quality instrument, the number of errors that
evaluators found, and the time taken to review each manuscript (Schroter et al., 2004).
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The self-study group scored higher compared to the control group in the short
term but the increase in quality reviews was not statistically significantly greater
compared to the control group (Schroter et al., 2004). The self-study group and training
class groups identified more major errors than did the control groups; however, this effect
deteriorated after six months (Schroter et al., 2004). The authors concluded that short
term training had a small effect on evaluation quality (Schroter et al., 2004).
Journal Impact
Garfield (2006) created the journal impact factor ostensibly to even the playing
field so that the journals that publish very little would still have a chance of being found
and cited, despite the fact that several other journals publish thousands of more articles
per year (Garfield, 2006). The journal impact factor is calculated by adding the number
of citations of the year in which the articles were published plus the year before divided
by the total number of articles published for both years (Garfield, 2006). The same
formulas are applied to individual academics as well as individual peer reviewed journals
(Garfield, 2006). Journal impact factors are calculated by taking data from the journal
citation reports. Journal citation reports include every journal citation and more than
5000 journals. This includes approximately “ 15,000,000 citations from 1 million source
items per year” (Garfield, 2006, p. 90).
The journal impact factor is a widely used indicator of journal quality (Wilson,
2007). Journal impact factors are published in Thomson Scientific’s Journal citation
reports (Wilson, 2007). Libraries rely heavily on journal citation reports when trying to
anticipate the reference sources to which libraries will subscribe (Wilson, 2007). Authors
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perceive the need to publish articles in peer-reviewed journals that have high impact
factor rates (Wilson, 2007). Additionally, peer-reviewed journals are subsequently
motivated to increase their impact factor or at least maintain it in order to attract
prestigious scholars (Wilson, 2007).
Journal impact upon individual academics as well as higher education institutions
affects prestige and perception of the quality by the academic community (Seglen, 1997).
Seglen (1997) stated in his article that the use of journal impact factors is misleading
when trying to evaluate research quality. One of the reasons the impact factor is
misleading is the fact that half of the articles in a Journal are usually cited 10 times as
often as the other half (Seglen, 1997). A second reason that the citation impact factor is
misleading in that impact factors are calculated using contrived mathematical formulae to
give no real insight into whether the research contributes to basic knowledge or uses of
methodology (Seglen, 1997). The last point that Seglen makes is that the article citation
rate determines the journal impact factor. Most academics think the opposite in that
journal citation rates affect article citation rates (Seglen, 1997).
Prestige of Journals as Quality Proofs
Individual scholar’s as well as academic departments and higher education
institutions depend on prestige, as the system of ranking, to reach and maintain the higher
tiers of the hierarchy created by the peer-reviewed journal (Starbuck, 2005). In general,
the research is assumed to have a higher quality when published in more prestigious peerreviewed journal (Lee et al., 2013; Nkomo, 2009). In other words, the prestige level of
the journal in which research is published rather than the academic community
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determines the quality of published research (Giles & Garand, 2007). There are two
ways journals are assessed in terms of its place among a discipline’s hierarchy (Giles &
Garand, 2007). These ranking methods are reputational and citation. Experts in the field
assess the journal’s reputation based on publications that offer the highest quality of
research. Citation ranking is the process of using a journal’s impact factor, as described
above (Giles & Garand, 2007). Giles and Garand conducted a study in 2007 to examine
both approaches. They looked at political science journal rankings from a purely
reputational approach and journals using an impact factor approach (Giles & Garand,
2007). During the course of their investigation, Giles and Garand asserted that using
impact factor scores to rank journals essentially placed all journals that reported to the
Institute for Scientific Information on an equal footing and did not consider the journal’s
reputational status. It seems that even when journals are considered in terms of their
impact factor, the subjective hierarchal descriptor made by experts must be included
(Giles & Garand, 2007). However, the authors found that either method should be
applied cautiously when ranking journals, as some compelling research could easily be
overlooked (Giles & Garand, 2007).
In 2006, the United Kingdom created a possible system for disseminating
government funds to fund research grants (Oswald, 2007). This system was named the
Research Assessment Exercise (Oswald, 2007). This system would determine how much
money for research should be distributed to research departments in more than one
hundred United Kingdom Universities (Oswald, 2007). A panel of experts was
assembled to rate a sample of multiple department’s scholarly articles and books on a
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scale from 1 to 4. Four would represent the highest standard and one the lowest (Oswald,
2007). The amount in question to be distributed was eight billion pounds sterling
(Oswald, 2007). According to Oswald (2007), such large sum puts pressure on the
evaluation panel to “covertly” use journal labels as measurements of quality.
Oswald (2007) compared citation rates of articles published in some of the most
prestigious economics peer-reviewed journals with journals that were not considered
among the top tier. He found that a substantial number of articles had been published
among the top six journals which were, American Economic Review, Econometrica,
Journal of Public Economics, Economic Journal, Journal of Industrial Economics, and the
Oxford Bulletin of Economics and Statistics, that had been cited rarely if ever.
Conversely, some of the medium tired journals had published several articles with
substantial citation rates (Oswald, 2007). Oswald concluded that journal labels and the
prestige associated with them are not always a good indicator of the quality of the
published research (O’Brien et al., 2006).
Conforming to Publication Bias
If the peer-reviewed journal evaluation process were biased due to factors
mentioned above and used as a performance metric, it would be reasonable to assume
that some academics may be motivated to plan their research agendas to conform to such
biases. King (2006) described one of the classes that he taught, the ultimate goal of
which was to help his students publish research (King, 2006). In his syllabus, which he
included in the article published in 2006, he provides recommendations to students on
how to prepare their research so that it has the best possible chance of being published
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(King, 2006). In his article, King claimed that his students have written papers that have
been published in many scholarly journals, have appeared in many conventions, and won
many awards (King, 2006). King further asserted that following the suggestions that he
outlines in the attached syllabus will help create a research that has a very high likelihood
of being published (2006). Further, King advised that students replicate work that has
already been published. They are also advised to choose a work that has been published
within the last 4 to 5 years and has a high citation rate. The logic seems to be that
replicating newer research, which has higher citation rate, will elevate the chances of the
student’s work being published (King, 2006).
In essence, King (2006) advocated first attempts at research stands on replicating
previous research or providing some new perspective on it. The main reason given for
using prior published work as the basis for new research is that doing so will significantly
increase the probability of the new article to be published (King, 2006). King did not
mention that research should be carried out to expand the body of basic science or to
discover information that may contribute to the well-being of society in general. In short,
the purpose of King’s research was to write research in order to get published so that one
may advance his/her academic career and not necessarily make any new discovery or
provide new insights into a particular problem (King, 2006).
In 1996, “the Sokal Incident” happened when Alan Sokal (1996b) published a
paper on quantum mechanics, explaining how quantum theory was beginning to converge
with disciplines of social theory that studied society from a specific viewpoint, such as
environmentalism, for example. The main point of this paper was to assert that quantum
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theory contains the principle that one cannot observe matter at the sub-atomic level
without actually influencing its behavior (Sokal, 1996b). He then further stated that this
idea destroyed the notion that humanity is separate and apart from reality, a notion that
has been firmly engrained in hard sciences (Sokal, 1996b). In other words, it is no longer
possible to say that reality operates by its own natural law, regardless of humanity’s
existence (Sokal, 1996b). Because of this idea, Sokal called for a more progressive grand
unifying theory for science. In essence, Sokal asserted that humankind had an effect on
shaping reality through thought and theory. As a result, the human race creates reality
and that should suggest there should be a grand all-inclusive progressive theory to
science (Sokal, 1996b). He further claimed that the mathematical concept of equality in
set theory derived from a feminist research perspective is just one of many examples of
scientific principles that were discovered through research using different political lenses.
Sokal (1996a) wrote a second article in Lingua Franca, claiming that the first
article was only experimental. In essence, he asserted in the hoax article that the main
idea is that the search for truth must be subordinated to a political agenda (Sokal,
1996a). Sokal wanted to see whether he could get an article published if it stated
arguments based on non-sense but quoted scholars who were popular with the editorial
staff of the journal as well as its primary readers. He also stated in the Lingua Franca
article that if the editors had taken the time to show the paper to any undergraduate math
major, they would have been informed that the paper was a joke (Sokal, 1996a).
O ’Brien et al. (2006) offered an example of how conforming research agendas
precede biases of peer-reviewed journals. In this work, the authors conducted a study
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that investigated the transmission of intestinal infectious disease (O ’Brien et al., 2006).
The study was unique in that it was able to benchmark the accuracy of the peer
reviewed journal literature against a government database (O’Brien et al., 2006). The
purpose of the study was to assess whether there was any publication bias regarding
food safety policy (O’Brien et al., 2006). The authors examined the peer-reviewed
journal literature that was published between January 1, 1992 and January 1, 2003
(O ’Brien et al., 2006). This timeframe was selected because the United Kingdom’s
Foods Standard Agency had created a database that tracks every reported case of
infectious intestinal disease over a specific period (O ’Brien et al., 2006). Essentially,
the United Kingdom formed an agency that consisted of investigators who would track
down the source of any reported intestinal infectious disease. The results of those
investigations were inputted into the United Kingdom’s Food Agency database
(O ’Brien et al., 2006). As a result, the database contained information concerning not
only the times and places where the disease was communicated, but also the means of
transmission of infectious intestinal disease (O ’Brien et al., 2006). The authors
compared the peer-reviewed journal literature from January 1, 1992 to January 31,
2003, since the database was created on January 1, 1992, with the United Kingdom’s
Food Agency database (O ’Brien et al., 2006). Comparison between the database and
the literature showed the over-reporting of milk and milk products and the under
reporting of red meat, fish, and poultry as the means of transmission of intestinal
infectious disease (O’Brien et al., 2006). The study concluded that if the United
Kingdom’s food agency depended upon the peer-reviewed literature to investigate ways
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to combat the communication of infectious intestinal disease, they would have been
spending resources and time in areas that were overrepresented while ignoring those
that were underrepresented (O ’Brien et al., 2006). If the agency had depended upon the
peer-reviewed journal literature, infectious intestinal disease would not have been as
effectively combated and the society as a whole would have suffered due to the over
publication of milk and milk products as the means of transmission of intestinal
infectious diseases (O ’Brien et al., 2006).
Summary
From at least 1968, when Richard Merton conducted a study whereupon he
interviewed Nobel laureates in 1968, until the present day, the peer-reviewed journal has
evolved from a process that allowed new and important scientific findings to be
communicated into a process that forces academics to compete for prestige and career
advancement. Due to this circumstance, it is reasonable to assume that some academics
will conduct research to advance their careers. If academics perceive that there is any
bias in the evaluation methods of peer-reviewed journals, this compounds the problem. If
an academic perceives evaluation bias, it is reasonable to assume that he/she would be
motivated to conform to the perceived evaluation bias by the peer-reviewed journal in
which they are trying to publish. If this happens, academics will be abandoning lines of
inquiry that could expand basic academic knowledge and benefit society as a whole in
order to publish articles and thereby effectively compete within the peer-reviewed
Journal system. Abandoning lines of inquiry would be inadvertent self-censorship on the
part of any academics engaging in such activity.
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The peer-review publication process is complex. It is a process where a
bureaucracy and a researcher interact in such a way that the peer-reviewed journal
sticks to its mission while trying to work with authors to make sure their work fits
within the scope of the journal’s mission. The key figures in the publication process
are the editor, volunteer evaluators, and the researchers trying to get their studies
published.
The peer reviewed journal may be viewed as a bureaucracy, as described by
W eber’s six bureaucratic premises. The bureaucracy is controlled by an infrastructure
composed of official rules (Roth & Wittich, 1921/1968). A vertical hierarchy of officials
allows supervision of lower ranked workers by the higher (Roth & Wittich, 1921/1968).
Only individuals who are trained for a given job may perform that job for the operation of
the organization (Roth & Wittich, 1921/1968). Managers must have education specific to
organizing and giving instruction to lower ranked workers (Roth & Wittich, 1921/1968).
Managing the organization is a full time job (Roth & Wittich, 1921/1968). A set of
standardized rules will be created that will explain to workers and managers the
organizations’ operational rules and the ways in which they apply to each respective
worker (Roth & Wittich, 1921/1968).
Dimaggio and Powell (1983) took this idea a step further and introduced the idea
that bureaucracies were not being created to compete in a free market. Organizations are
not formed to attain efficiency of production anymore (Dimaggio & Powell, 1983).
Instead, bureaucracies are formed to establish Normative Isomorphism (Dimaggio &
Powell, 1983). This process involves creating professional cultural norms to which
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individuals must conform if they wish to be recognized as experts in a given profession
(Dimaggio & Powell, 1983).
The peer-reviewed journal is a type of performance metric used to evaluate
researchers. Search committees who are looking for a new assistant professor evaluate
potential candidates’ publication record. The foundations and other funding bodies check
publications to identify studies they will fund. Publication also affects tenure decisions
and promotions. Most of the key decisions in a scientist’s career are determined based on
the amount and or the prestige of the journal in which they publish.
Not all of academia thinks the peer-review process is without bias. Some sources
of bias have been listed as incompetence, excessive expense, ineffectiveness, and
corruption. Bias can be as simple as an evaluator distrusting a certain methodology due
to being unfamiliar with it. Additionally, some evaluators may not think a research
subject is of great enough importance now due to the fact it has not appeared in any of the
other journals yet. Peer-reviewed journal evaluators are seen as the weakest part of the
peer-review process. Evaluators are scientists themselves, and they work on their own
research. This puts a great amount of pressure on the evaluator and as such, it is difficult
to find evaluators who will review submissions and return them in a timely manner. In
disciplines with diverse ideas and methodologies, evaluators may make mistakes in either
recommending a submission or denying it because the evaluator is not well-versed in the
subject matter or the methodology.
Research quality does not seem to be judged by a consensus of scientists within a
discipline. Instead, it seems as though scientists within a discipline are relying on the
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prestige of a journal that published a given study to make decisions as to quality. The
hierarchy of prestige has become a quality proof of sorts. Scientists and institutions have
turned prestige into a proxy for proof of quality. Prestige may also influence the ways in
which researchers construct their research agendas.
Researchers may be trying to conform to a perceived journal’s publication bias by
conforming their research subjects and methodologies to those perceptions of bias.
Scientists may be expected to publish in a certain “class” of journal in terms of prestige.
To increase their chances for publication, the academic may review past publications to
identify a particularly popular topic or methodology and then construct their study so that
it is similar to previously published studies.

CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Peer-reviewed journals are used to disseminate scientific findings, but this media
may have become a performance metric by which the quality of research and the prestige
of researchers are evaluated (Adler & Harzin, 2009; Oswald, 2007). The rank of a peerreviewed journal within the peer-review hierarchy might be used as a proxy for a proof of
quality (Giacalone, 2009). This structure creates a hierarchy of prestige for both
researchers and the institutions with which they are affiliated through either research or
teaching (Hirschauer, 2010). Academics compete in the peer-review process, as it exists
in peer-reviewed journals, in order to succeed in their careers (Blackburn & Hakel, 2006;
Giacalone, 2009; Hirschauer, 2010). Some studies have found evidence of biased
evaluation methods in peer-reviewed journals (Hirst & Altman, 2012; Lee et al., 2013;
Peters & Ceci, 1982). In summary, the peer-review journal may have become the basic
unit by which quality of research and the academics who conduct such research are
judged (Oswald, 2007). Due to the hierarchy of prestige among journals, their titles are
often used as proxies for quality of research and the scientists who authored the research
(Oswald, 2007).
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Research Questions
This study investigated the following questions:
RQ1. Is research quality assumed to be based on the perceived level of the
quality of the journal in which it is published?
RQ2. Do scientists and faculty plan their studies based upon their belief that
certain journals use biased evaluation standards when determining whether to publish
research or not?
RQ3. Are academics inadvertently censoring themselves?
RQ4. Is there a difference between published and non-published researchers in
their perceptions of peer-reviewed publication bias?
Research Design
The present study is descriptive and quantitative in design. The data were
collected using an online survey that asked the sample of terminal degree holders to
answer questions that were designed to elicit perceptions that provided answers to the
study’s research questions. This approach was used because of a lack of studies that
examine the peer-reviewed journal evaluation system from the perspective of the
academics who are attempting to get their research published (Hirschauer, 2010).
However, Theoharakis and Skordia (2003) investigated scientists’ perspectives of the
statisticians’ of statistical journals in an effort to create a hierarchical index of peerreviewed statistical journals.
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Population
The population of the study included individuals who had terminal degrees and
worked as researchers or professors in the social sciences across the U.S Social science
field. They were selected because of the lack of heterogeneity of ideas and methodologies
within the discipline, which consequently generate new ideas and methodologies
(Squazzoni & Gandelli, 2011).
Sample
The sample was comprised of individuals with a terminal degree in a social
science that conducted research or taught in the social sciences in Colleges/Universities
across the US. Individuals who work in an administrative capacity but still hold terminal
degrees in a social science or conduct research in the social sciences were also included.
The sample was chosen using email-mining software that searched the Internet for
email addresses that matched as closely as possible a key-word search. The key word
search in this instance was “social science faculty researcher.” To allow the e-mail
mining software to find potential respondents from every state, a list of seventy-five
thousand e-mails was generated that represented all fifty states and the U.S. Territories.
This sample was too unwieldy, so a repeated numbered sequence of one to seventy five
was assigned to all the emails. The emails were then sorted using Excel by their assigned
numbers. This clustered all the e-mails with the same number together, yielding 75
groups or clusters of 1000 emails. The groups/clusters numbered 22 and 74 were chosen.
The list was screened to find e-mail addresses that did not appear to belong to
individuals. This was done to make sure the targeting of the e-mail list was as precise as
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possible and reduced the number of e-mails that did not belong to the sample. This
reduced the number to be sent out from 2000 to 1,945.
Subsequently, two emails were sent out to the selected email addresses. The first
email sent to the respondents explained that a link to an online survey would be sent to
them in a subsequent email message. The second email asked the respondents to take the
survey and provided an Internet link that took them to the website. A third e-mail served
as a reminder to take the survey. The first email was sent one week before the second
email. The last e-mail was sent one week following the second e-mail.
The response from this first method resulted in 100 responses. As a result, three
more email lists were created manually by looking up universities and finding the web
pages for their social science departments. Faculty e-mail addresses were taken from the
department’s faculty web page. Overall, 435 e-mails were found and sent using this
method. Thus, the total number of e-mails sent was 2,335.
The individuals who responded were screened, and respondents who did not hold
a terminal degree in one of the social sciences or research in the social sciences were
removed from the response pool. The remaining 95 responses made up the sample.
Instrumentation
The research questions and the subsequent survey used to collect data for
investigating the research questions were developed by consulting literature that
discussed subjects pertaining to perceived bias, how the peer-reviewed process works,
why it is so important for academics to become published, how publication directly

affects career advancement, and whether it is better to study subjects based on whether
the chosen subject would increase an academic’s chances of being published or not.
Demographic questions included, whether or not the respondent worked as an
administrator, did the respondent have a terminal degree, academic rank, type of
Carnegie institution classification, tenure status, whether or not the respondent had
published, years of experience, publication status, whether the respondent’s institution
was private or public. The 33 questions that comprised the second part of the survey
were created through a review of the literature. There were four ideas in the literature that
inspired RQ1-RQ4. These ideas were used in the construction of the survey instrument.
The first idea was that the academy seems to be relying on the prestige of a peerreviewed journal to determine the quality of the research that is published and quality of
the scientists who are published in the journal (Adler & Harzin, 2009; Giacalone, 2009;
Nkomo, 2009; Oswald, 2007). The second idea was that methods used to evaluate
studies for publication are biased (Hirschauer, 2010; Hirst & Altman, 2012). The third
idea was that researchers are possibly planning their research agendas by evaluating their
chances of getting their study published (Adler & Harzin, 2009; Frey, 2002; Giacalone,
2009; Grofman, 2007; King, 2006; Leung, 2007). The last idea was whether published
researchers and non-published researchers share the same perception of the peer-review
publication bias and conform to that bias to the same degree (Peters & Ceci, 1982; Sokal,
1996). The survey responses were captured on a Likert-type scale ranging from 1=
Strongly Agree to 4= Strongly Disagree. A neutral response was not available. It took
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approximately 15 minutes to complete the survey. The Cronbach’s alpha for the entire
survey in this study was .765.
Pilot Study
The pilot study was conducted by sending the survey to ten faculty members from
different social science departments within a university. This group was sent an e-mail,
which contained an Internet link that took the participants to the website on which the
survey is located. Five of the ten faculty members took the survey. The participants
were asked to provide feedback about the questions with an aim to clarify and improve
the comprehension of the survey items.
The pilot study participants were asked to provide feedback that provides
information as to whether the questions were understandable, relevant, and whether the
questions were eliciting the data being sought. There were three suggestions made
concerning the pilot study. The first was that the Carnegie classification should have the
answer option “I don’t know”. A second suggestion was to change the emphasis from
studying those with PhD’s to those with terminal degrees due to the fact there are
disciplines in the social sciences that offer terminal degrees other than a Ph.D. The last
suggestion made was that the second answer key should be added to explain what the
values 1-4 mean. The respondents explained that if another answer key was added
further down the page, they would not have to scroll all the way back to the top of the
survey if they forgot what the values meant. All of these suggestions were incorporated
into the survey before it was used in the study. The reliability of the survey was
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determined using the Cronbach’s alpha in the full study that included all study
participants
Reliability
Reliability was established through the use of the pilot study. The responses from
the respondents in the pilot study were used to verify that the questions were being
answered in a manner that showed a pattern. The respondents seemed to understand the
questions on a consistent basis. The respondents all taught in the social sciences and
were asked to give feedback about the questions concerning whether or not they were
confusing.
Validity
The survey established content validity using a combination of methods. The first
method used was a review of the literature. Reoccurring concepts in the literature were
used to create survey questions that provided insight into ideas in the literature as well as
to determine what ideas in the literature were predominantly accepted and which were
still being debated. The second method used for establishing validity was by showing the
dissertation committee the survey and receiving feedback concerning whether the survey
questions were eliciting the data the questions had been created to investigate. This
process alone took approximately six months as the survey was drafted and the questions
refined several times. The original rough draft of the survey had 53 questions and was
refined until there were 33 on the survey used. The survey was refined until the
dissertation committee and the investigator were satisfied that respondents taking the
survey would be able to easily discern the concepts being investigated.
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Response Rate
A meta-analysis has revealed that mailed surveys usually have an 11 percent
higher return rate compared to Internet hosted surveys (Manfreda, Bosnjak, Berzelak,
Haas, & Vehovar, 2008). However, when conducting a study comparing the Internet
based vs. hard copy surveys, Kaplowitz, Hadlock, and Levine (2004) received a 21
percent vs. a 30 percent response rate, respectively. They speculated that factors, such as
spam filters and a lack of pre-survey contact, accounted for the low web-based response
rate (Kaplowitz et al., 2004).
After removing the 363 emails that bounced back or were no longer in use from
the initial 1945 emails initially sent, 1582 emails were delivered. The total number of
responses received was 174. After screening the data, 49 respondents were found to have
signed into the survey but not answered any of the questions. As a result, those 49
responses were removed from the sample. 30 respondents were removed from the
sample due to the fact that they either did not hold a terminal degree in the social sciences
and or did not practice within the social science disciplines. After subtracting the 49
respondents who did not answer any of the questions on the survey and after subtracting
the additional 30 respondents who did not either hold a terminal degree or practice in the
social science discipline a sample size of 95 respondents was obtained. After dividing 95
by the 1582 emails that were actually delivered yielded a response rate of approximately
6 %.
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Data Collection
There were several steps to the collection of data for this study. Due to the fact
that the survey was being e-mailed to the respondents, a list of email addresses that fit the
sample criteria needed to be generated. Software was used to scan websites where emails were publicly published and search for e-mails that met a keyword search. The key
word search was social sciences faculty researchers. 75,000 e-mails were generated
during this search. It was too unwieldly to manage 75,000 e-mails. As a result, each email received a random number of 1-75 after they were exported to excel. Following this
procedure the e-mails were sorted according to their assigned number so all of the e-mails
assigned the number one was together as well as the number 2.. .etc. The e-mails
assigned the number 22 and 74 were randomly chosen and used to create an e-mail list.
The list was sent out three times. The first email stated that a study was going to be
performed and that the respondent was invited to participate by filling out the study. A
week following the first e-mail blast a second e-mail was sent that had the same content
as the first e-mail with the addition of the website address of the survey so the
respondents would actually take the survey. One week following the second survey a
reminder email was sent that had the same content in it that the last email contained. The
e-mail list represented respondents from all 50 states and the U.S. Territories. After
receiving a poor return using this method a second proposal was sent to IRB asking that
the list be composed of randomly choosing Universities and constructing a second list
constituting 200 entries. These emails were found by looking at the institutions social
science departments and using any published faculty email. This method seemed to be
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more successful as several more responses were generated as a result. In all, 177
responses were received.
Data Analysis
The data analysis consisted of linking the survey question responses with the
corresponding research question to assess the level of agreement or disagreement with the
responses indicated on the survey. Analysis of the response data was accomplished using
descriptive statistical methods. The first method used was the frequency of each answer
1-4 that was chosen. The second method used was calculating the percentage for each
answer. A research question was determined to be answered affirmatively if the majority
of the survey questions associated with it positively agreed with the idea contained in the
survey question. Table one lists which survey questions were used to answer its
corresponding research question.
Summary
The methodology of the study consisted of finding a sample that represents a
population of individuals who hold terminal degrees in the social sciences and work in
higher education either as faculty or as researchers. The instrument was constructed by
consulting the relevant literature. A pilot study was performed to determine the
reliability of the instrument and increase its accuracy. Validity of the survey could not be
proven. Following the pilot study, software was used to construct an e-mail list and
following this procedure, two more e-mailing lists were constructed by hand. An email
was sent to two different e-mail lists, which contained a web link on which the recipients
could click and be taken to the survey.
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Table 1
Summary o f Research Questions
Survey question

R esearch question

Analysis

RQ1 Is research quality taken for
granted based on the perceived
level o f quality o f the journal in
which it is published?

1,14,18, 19, 30

D escriptive statistics:
frequencies,
percentages, means and
standard deviations

RQ2. Do scientists and faculty
plan their studies based upon
their belief that certain journals
use biased evaluation standards
when determ ining w hether to
publish research or not?

2,9,13,17,21,

Descriptive statistics:
frequencies,
percentages, means and
standard deviations

RQ3 Are academ ics inadvertently
censoring them selves?

5,10,15,20,23,25,27,

Descriptive statistics:
frequencies,
percentages, means and
standard deviations

RQ4. Is there a difference o f
perception about peer-review ed
publication bias betw een
published and non-published
researchers?

3,4,6,7,8,11,12,16,22,24,

Independent samples ttest

26,28,29,31,32,33

The survey questions were grouped by their corresponding research question and
subsequently, a descriptive analysis was performed on research questions RQ1, RQ2, and
RQ3.

CHAPTER 4
INTRODUCTION
Overall, 93 respondents had published a study when they took the survey. This
study investigated the peer-reviewed journal publication process from the perspective of
academics who publish. Data were not collected to investigate whether any biases were
present in the system. Data were not collected to investigate whether the peer-review
journal system limited the subjects studied or the methodologies used. Data were
collected to see if researchers perceived any of these conditions and whether they
conformed their research agendas relative to those perceptions.
This study applied quantitative methodology. A survey was sent to the identified
sample to determine their perceptions of the peer-reviewed journal process. The survey
comprised questions that were designed to answer the research questions that guided the
study. Descriptive statistical procedures were used to analyse the data and answer the
research questions.
Research Questions
The research questions for this study were as follows,
RQ1. Is research quality assumed to be based on the perceived level of the
quality of the journal in which it is published?
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RQ2. Do scientists and faculty plan their studies based upon their belief that
certain journals use biased evaluation standards when determining whether
to publish research or not?
RQ3. Are academics inadvertently censoring themselves?
RQ4. Is there a difference between published and non-published researchers in
their perceptions of peer-reviewed publication bias?
Demographics of Respondents
A sample of 95 respondents was obtained. After removing 363 e-mails that
bounced back or were no longer in use from the initial 1,945 emails initially sent, 1,582
emails were delivered. This resulted in 6% response rate. The demographic description
of the respondents is shown in table 2.
RQ1
Is research quality assumed to be based on the perceived level of the quality of the
journal in which it is published? Items 1, 14, 18, 19, and 30 were designed to answer this
research question (see Table 3).
The data in Table 3 for RQ1 appear to support the idea that research quality is
being taken for granted based on the perceived level of quality of the journal in which it
is published. Overall, 96.8% of respondents indicated that higher education institutions
evaluate researchers according to how much scientists publish and the journals in which
their studies are published. This is further supported by 51.6% of respondents indicating
that the higher the prestige associated with a journal, the higher the quality of the research
it publishes. Lastly, 69.5% of the respondents indicated that it is important to be
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Table 2
Demographic Descriptive Statistics
Frequency

Percentage

Yes

No

Yes

No

Participate in survey

95

0

100

0

Hold a terminal degree

95

0

100

0

Work in admin.

20

75

21.1

78.9

Research in social sciences

95

0

100

0

Have tenure

59

36

62.1

37.9

Public or private

74

21

77.9

22.1

Published before

93

2

97.9

2.1

Years of Frequency
experienc
Percentage
e

Academic Frequency
rank
Percentage

Carnegie
Classifi
cation

Frequency
Percentage

18
18.9%

14
14.7%

15
15.8%

48
50.5%

95

2.97

Assistant
professor

Associate
professor

Full
professor

Missing

Total

Mean

28
29.5%

27
28.4%

38
40%

2
2.1

95

2.10

Associate

Baccalaureate

Masters

Doctoral

I don’t
know

Missing

2
2.1%

11
11.6%

26
27.4%

48
50.5%

7
7.4%

1
95
1.1 100%

3.5
1.22
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Table 3
Survey Question Responses fo r RQ1
Strongly agree

Agree

Strongly disagree

Disagree

Frequency Percent Frequency Percent Frequency Percent Frequency Percent
The Value of a study is
based on the quality of
the research in the
study.

63

66.6

29

30.5

3

3.2

0

0

Higher Education
institutions evaluate
researchers according to
how much and what
peer-review journals
they publish in.

54

56.8

38

40

3

3.2

0

0

Most Peer-reviewed
journals welcome
innovation and new
ideas

6

6.3

40

42.1

43

45.3

6

6.3

The higher the prestige a
journal has, the better
the quality of the
research it publishes

3

3.2
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48.4

37

38.9

7

7.4

It is important to be
published in the most
prestigious peerreviewed journal
possible

26

27.4

40

42.1

24

25.3

4

4.2
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published in the most prestigious peer-reviewed journal possible. The major findings
pertaining to RQ1 ’s data are that researchers who responded to the survey may perceive
that higher education institutions are using publication prestige as a quality metric for
scientists. If a study is published by a prestigious journal, it could mean that its authors
are assumed to be of a higher quality than scientists who have not been published in
equally prestigious journals, according to the perceptions of the sample. The last salient
point in RQ1 ’s data indicates that almost 70% of the respondents believe it is important
to be published in a prestigious peer-reviewed journal. These data show that respondents
may perceive prestige of a peer-reviewed journal as a proxy for superior quality.
RQ2
Do scientists and faculty plan their studies based upon their belief that certain
journals use biased evaluation standards when determining whether to publish research?
Items 2, 9, 13, 17, 18, and 21 were developed to answer this research question (see Table
4 for descriptive information).
The data suggest that scientists and faculty plan their studies based upon their
belief that certain journals use biased evaluation standards when determining whether to
publish research. The data indicated that 74.8% of the respondents indicated that it helps
to know an editor in order to get a study published. Second, 69.5% of the respondents
indicated that in order to contribute knowledge through peer-review publication one must
investigate topics that are hot or popular in the literature. Lastly, when asked whether
peer-reviewed literature welcomed new ideas, the response was virtually even in terms of
agreeing and disagreeing with the statement. The fact that a large majority of the
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Table 4
Survey Question Response fo r RQ2
Frequency

Percent

The Quality of a study may be assumed by the level of prestige associated with the peer-reviewed journal in which
the study is published.
Strongly Agree

8

8.4

Agree

38

40

Disagree

42

44.2

Strongly Disagree

6

6.3

It helps to know an editor or evaluator for the peer-reviewed journal in which you are trying to publish research.
Strongly Agree

22

23.2

Agree

49

51.6

Disagree

20

21.1

Strongly Disagree

4

4.2

The prestige of the peer-reviewed journal in which a study is published is often an indicator of the study’s quality.
Strongly Agree

12

12.6

Agree

49

51.6

Disagree

28

29.5

Strongly Disagree

6

6.3

The peer-review publication process is not perfect but it is the most reliable process that we have.
Strongly Agree

14

14.7

Agree

66

69.5

Disagree

11

11.6

Strongly Disagree

3

3.2

Most peer-reviewed journals welcome innovation and new ideas.
Strongly Agree

6

6.3

Agree

40

42.1

Disagree

43

45.3

Strongly Disagree

6

6.3

Scholars contribute to the scientific conversation by investigating the hot topics in the current literature.
Strongly Agree

9

9.5

Agree

57

60

Disagree

24

25.3

Strongly Disagree

4

4.2
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respondents feel that it would help to know an editor in order to get published and that a
majority of respondents feel that they must research what is popular in the literature
suggests that scientists are perceiving publication biases and are conforming to them.
Because half of the respondents felt that peer-review journals are intolerant of new ideas
also lends credence to the RQ2 in the affirmative.
RQ3
RQ3. Are academics inadvertently censoring themselves? Survey items 5, 10,
15, 20, 23, 25, and 27 were created to answer this research question (see Table 5for
descriptive information).
The data for RQ3 support the idea that scientists are inadvertently censoring
themselves. One of the strongest findings in this group of survey questions is that 63.2%
of respondents agreed that researchers investigate what is being published in the literature
rather than study a novel idea that has not been discussed in the literature. This is a
significant finding because respondents seem to be agreeing with the idea of inadvertent
censorship by stating that scientists feel the need to abandon subjects they may find
interesting and pursue what is being discussed in the literature. Another important
finding is that 89.5% of scientists felt that publication is necessary to obtain pay raises.
Similarly, 96.8% of respondents felt that publication is necessary to obtain tenure, and
89.5% of the respondents agreed with the statement that publication is valued more than
teaching. Collectively, these data indicate that respondents perceive a large need to
publish in peer reviewed journals to obtain tenure, pay raises, and stature through
publication. Since the majority of respondents stated that they feel scientists are
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Table 5
Survey Question Response fo r RQ3

Strongly Agree
Agree
Disagree

Frequency
Publication is a requirem ent for obtaining tenure.
74
18
3

Percentage
77.9
18.9
3.2

Strongly Disagree
0
0
It is important to publish in peer-review ed journals to com m unicate new findings
Strongly Agree
Agree

52

54 ?

34

35.8

Disagree
7
7.4
Strongly D isagree
2
2.1
The quality o f a researcher’s work depends on the prestige associated with the journal in which it is
published
Strongly Agree
9
9.5
Agree
31
32.6
Disagree
43
45.3
Strongly D isagree
12
12.6
Strongly Agree

Publication is necessary to obtain pay raises in academ ia.
43

45.3

Agree
42
44.2
Disagree
8
8.4
Strongly D isagree
1
1.1
Researchers investigate what is being published in the literature rather than study an idea they may
find more com pelling but not being discussed in the literature.
Strongly A gree
7
7.4
Agree
Disagree
Strongly D isagree

53
30
4

55.8
31.6
4.2

Studies published in peer-review ed journals make a more significant im pact on the scientific
com m unity than do other publication media such as books o r chapters.
Strongly A gree
21
22.1
Agree
Disagree
Strongly D isagree

32
34
8

33.7
35.8
8.4

A cadem ia values publishing research in peer-review ed journals m ore than teaching
Strongly A gree
A gree
Disagree

46
39
10

48.4
41.1
10.5

Strongly D isagree

0

0
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publishing what is popular in the literature, it appears that scientists may be inadvertently
censoring themselves, supporting the RQ3.
RQ4
RQ4 was initially intended to investigate a possible difference in perception of the
peer reviewed journal publication process between scientists who had published studies
and scientists who had not published studies. However, as can be seen in Table 5 above
only 2 out of 95 respondents who took the survey had not published studies in a peerreviewed publication yet. As a result, it was not possible to conduct an independent
samples Mest to determine a difference in means between these two subsamples and
thereby show whether the two groups differ in their perceptions of the publication
process.
Summary
The study produced data that lead to three conclusions. Research quality may be
taken for granted based on the perceived level of quality of the journal in which it is
published and scientists may perceive the level of skill a scientist has based on the
prestige of the journals he or she publishes in. It may be possible that scientists and
faculty plan their studies based upon their belief that certain journals use biased
evaluation standards when determining whether to publish research. It is possible that
scientists may be inadvertently censoring themselves by choosing to study subjects that
give them the best possible chance of getting published instead of inquiries that may lead
to contributions to basic knowledge.

CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION
Summary of the Study
Peer-reviewed journals are used to disseminate scientific findings, but this media
may have become a performance metric to determine the value of studies and the
scientists who conduct them. The rank a peer-reviewed journal holds within the peerreview prestige hierarchy might be used as a proxy for a proof of quality. Academicians
are under pressure to produce research that is published in the most prestigious peerreviewed journals rather than any journal. The significance of this problem is that the
academy may be more concerned with publication rather than with contributing new
findings to basic knowledge.
This study addressed 4 research questions. These questions were
RQ1. Is research quality assumed to be based on the perceived level of the
quality of the journal in which it is published?
RQ2. Do scientists and faculty plan their studies based upon their belief that
certain journals use biased evaluation standards when determining whether to publish
research?
RQ3. Are academics inadvertently censoring themselves?
RQ4. Is there a difference between published and non-published researchers in
their perceptions of peer-reviewed publication bias? Summary of Major Findings

60

Overall, 96.8% of respondents indicated higher education institutions evaluate
researchers according to how much scientists publish and the journals in which their
studies are published. Furthermore, 51.6% of respondents indicated the higher the
prestige associated with a journal, the higher the quality of the research it publishes.
Additionally, 69.5% of the respondents indicated that it is important to be published in
the most prestigious peer-reviewed journal possible.
Scientists and faculty may be planning their studies based upon their belief that
some peer-reviewed journals use biased evaluation standards when determining whether to
publish research. Overall, 63.2% of respondents agreed that researchers investigate what is
being published in the literature rather than study an issue that is not being discussed in the
literature even though they may find it more compelling. In addition, 74.8% of the
respondents indicated it helps to know an editor in order to get a study published, and
69.5% of the respondents indicated that to contribute knowledge through peer-review
publication, one must investigate topics that are “hot” or popular in the literature. When
asked whether peer-reviewed journals welcome new ideas and methodologies,
approximately half of the respondents agreed while the other half disagreed. Academics
may be censoring themselves. Overall, 71.6% of the respondents agreed with the
statement,” When planning research, it is important to try to discern publication trends in
terms of subject or methodology in peer-reviewed journals.” Out of all respondents,
93.7% agreed with the statement, “Research has a better chance of getting published if
the subject or methodology is currently popular in the peer-reviewed literature,” and
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68.4% agreed with the statement, “The primary reasons scientists publish research is to
advance their careers.”
Discussion of Findings
The discussion of the findings begins by explaining the use of Normative
Isomorphism as a model to explain some of the major findings in the study. RQ1 is then
discussed to see whether the major findings of the data agree with the literature that
inspired many of RQ1 ’s survey questions. This same process is followed to discuss RQ2
and RQ3.
The theoretical framework used for this study seems to be appropriate for
explaining the results of the study. In the introduction of this paper, it is argued that peerreviewed journals are bureaucracies, as described by Max Weber (Parsons, 1964). The
peer-reviewed journal’s bureaucracy was further described as an organizational method
that has evolved from making business firms more efficient and therefore more
competitive in a free market environment into an organization that provides structure and
behavioural norms to professions in order to determine member legitimacy (Dimaggio &
Powell, 1983). The data from RQ3 supports this claim as well. Several examples from
the data seem to show that the respondents viewed peer-reviewed journals as
bureaucracies because of their rules of operation. The fact that 89.5% of respondents
indicated that publication is necessary to obtain a pay raise would suggest this aspect is a
part of the “system” in which they work. Similarly, 96.8% of the respondents indicated
peer-review publication is necessary to gain tenure, and 89.5% of the respondents that
indicated that publication in a peer-reviewed study is valued more than teaching. A large
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proportion of the respondents, specifically 85.2%, agreed with the statement that search
committees rely on the prestige of the journals in which a candidate is published when
making employment decisions. The respondents also seem to perceive a chain of
authority within the peer-reviewed journal because 74.8% of the respondents agreed that
it would help to know an editor to have their work published.
The above-mentioned data demonstrate that the respondents perceive the peerreviewed journal as a bureaucracy that requires the participation of academics. The
respondents also perceive that bureaucracies have rules by which they must abide to be
considered legitimate and excel in their careers. Specifically, all of the data from RQ3
support this idea. The respondents recognize a chain of authority as part of the RQ4’s
data, as 78.8% of respondents stated that it is easier to publish their papers if you know
an editor. They also recognize an authority structure, as they seem to feel that an editor
who is usually the leader of a peer-reviewed journal may help them get published. Thus,
the respondents do recognize an organization that has rules by which academicians must
abide to be considered legitimate scientists. This is an example of what Dimaggio and
Powell (1983) termed Normative Isomorphism. Higher education has created a system
where academicians must interact with the peer-reviewed publication process to succeed
in academia or at least be considered legitimate members of the profession.
Is research quality assumed to be based on the perceived level of the quality of the
journal in which it is published? Prestige is the system of ranking that individual scholars
as well as academic departments and higher education institutions depend upon to reach
and maintain the higher tiers of the hierarchy created by the peer-reviewed journal
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(Starbuck, 2005). In general, the peer-reviewed journals that are perceived as more
prestigious are assumed to be of higher quality (Lee et al., 2013; Nkomo, 2009).
Possibly, the academic community does not determine the quality of published research
but rather by the prestige of the journal in which research is published (Giles & Garand,
2007). Several major findings from RQ1 support this idea. Overall, 96.8% of the
respondents agreed with the idea that higher education institutions evaluate researchers
according to how much they published and in what peer-reviewed journals. A less
decisive 51.6% of respondents agreed that the higher the prestige a journal had, the
higher the quality of research it published. The last finding in support of RQ1 is that
69.5% of the respondents agreed that it is important to publish their studies in the highest
prestige journal possible.
Do scientists and faculty plan their studies based upon their belief that certain
journals use biased evaluation standards when determining whether to publish research?
Some researchers believe that the process is faulty (Marsh et al., 2008). Some of the
faults of the peer review process have been listed as being, “.. .bias, incompetence,
excessive expense, ineffectiveness, and corruption” (Kaplan, 2005, p. 321). Although the
peer review process is widespread, the system is not entirely trusted, “The casual
eavesdropper strolling through any poster session or social hour at a professional
conference will overhear an abundance of editorial complaints” (Suls & Martin, 2009, p.
40). The Sokal incident where Dr. Sokal (1996) purposefully wrote a paper filled with
incorrect information but quoted all of the popular scientists in a discipline and was
published regardless is an example of publication bias that has happened in the past. Due

65
to this type of bias happening in the past, scientists today may perceive some publication
bias today. Some strong examples support this idea in the major findings of RQ2. The
first major finding that supports this idea of bias is that it helps to know the editor of a
journal in order to become published. Overall, 74.8% of the respondents agreed with this
idea. A second major finding was that 69.5% of respondents felt that in order to be
published, they must research and identify topics that are popular in the literature.
Additionally, when asked whether peer-reviewed journals welcome new ideas,
approximately half of respondents (48.4%) agreed while the other half (51.6%) disagreed
with this statement. There is one last finding from RQ4’s data. There were 72.7% of the
respondents who agreed that editors were more likely to publish studies by scientists with
whom they are familiar. All of these findings support the idea that on some level, the
respondents seem to feel that publication bias still exists.
Are academics inadvertently censoring themselves? Inadvertent self-censorship is
the process whereby a researcher abandons research subjects and/or methodologies
because he/she believes that if he/she conducts research that is popular in the literature,
he/she will have a better chance of getting his/her work published. An example of how
conforming to research agendas can cause inadvertent self-censorship by researchers is
contained within O ’Brien et al. (2006). The authors conducted a study that investigated
the transmission of intestinal infectious disease (O ’Brien et al., 2006). By comparing the
existing literature on intestinal poisoning with a database that tracked actual cases of
intestinal poisoning in terms of geography and cause, the authors found that the literature
over-represented dairy products while almost ignoring poultry, fish, and red meat
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(O’Brien et al., 2006). A second example from the literature is King’s (2006)
publication. King published a syllabus for one of his graduate programs (2006). It is
strongly advised in the syllabus that students who are trying to publish their research need
to focus on subjects that have already been published (King, 2006). King advocated
trying to expand a known body of knowledge because the chances of publishing such a
study are greater than the changes of publishing an unknown or little studied subject
(King, 2006). The idea o f inadvertent self-censorship has been supported by 63.2% of
respondents who agreed that researchers investigate what is being published in the
literature rather than study an idea that is not being discussed in the literature although it
might be more compelling. Another finding that supports inadvertent censorship comes
from the RQ4 data. Specifically, 78.6% of respondents agreed with the idea that when
planning research, it is important to try to discern publication trends in terms of subject or
methodology in peer-reviewed journals. Furthermore, 93.7% of respondents agreed with
the idea that research has a better chance of being published if the subject or
methodology is currently popular in the peer-reviewed literature. All above-mentioned
findings indicate that scientists may be inadvertently censoring themselves.
Conclusions
There are data that suggest that researchers may perceive prestige as being a
proxy for quality. As a result, researchers might assume that the study is of good quality
because it is published in a prestigious journal. The prestige of a journal then becomes
something of a quality proof. The data collected in this study suggest that scientists may
be planning their research agendas to conform to biases that they perceive to increase

67
their chances of being published. If scientists are taking the time to see if some subjects
in their fields are publishing more than other subjects, as the data suggests, then they may
be conducting research that they perceive as being the most represented in the literature
in order to increase their chances of publication. The act of researching what journals are
publishing in terms of subject could be a form of inadvertent self-censorship. The peerreviewed journal is a performance metric and that academics perceive that they are
valued by how much they publish and how prestigious a journal is in which they are
published. As a result, there seems to be a burden on the shoulders of scientists to
produce published studies. Due to this expectation of publication, scientists have good
reason to prioritize publication.
Implications
The first implication of this study concerns the finding that scientists may
perceive the prestige of a journal as a type of quality proof. As a result, researchers may
be depending on the prestige of the journal a study is published in rather than read the
study themselves and forming their own opinion. If scientists are equating prestige with
greater quality of research, they may be prioritizing prestige over conducting research
that adds to the body of basic scientific knowledge. Higher education institutions should
be placing as much value on unique lines of inquiry as they are publishing in general so
the academic community is being infused with new ideas and perspectives.
A second implication concerns the idea that researchers may be researching
journals to see what subjects are popular when setting their research agendas. If
researchers are engaging in this activity then they may be conforming to the ideas and
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methodologies that are popular or seem to be published the most.

This could mean that

peer-review journals may be determining the subjects that are being investigated. Higher
education peer reviewed journals should be trying to present a diverse group of ideas that
conforms to their mission but at the same time does not allow subjects to become over
represented.
The last implication concerns the idea of inadvertent censorship. The data seem
to provide evidence that researchers may be inadvertently censoring themselves,
suggesting that scientists may not be considering unique research queries in order to have
a better chance of publication. If researchers are abandoning personal curiosity in order
to increase their chances of getting published, they may be inadvertently censoring
themselves. They could be narrowing the scope of ideas being studied. As a result, there
will be less innovation, and it will be easier for dynasties based on certain theories to
become entrenched and more difficult for new ideas to make their way into the body of
basic knowledge. Again, Higher education may want to place as much value on
creativity and unique lines of inquiry. Doing this may allow the scientific community to
begin to value new ideas and de-emphasize publication rates and prestige. This may lead
to the peer-reviewed journal being used primarily as a means of communication and less
of a performance metric.
New Ideas for Further Study
To study this idea further, a qualitative methodology could be used to understand
what motivations exist for scientists and researchers to conduct studies. The question that
should be investigated in this type of study is to what degree are scientists conducting
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research? Is it primarily so they can be published or are they trying to contribute to basic
knowledge? This new study could interview scientists in the social sciences to gain
further insights into whether the ideas investigated in the current study apply to academia.
Second, this study could be replicated by focusing the survey questions on finding out
whether published scientists hold different perceptions of the peer-reviewed publication
process than do published scientists. Institutions with Carnegie classifications of
Master’s degree or higher could be targeted to recruit a sample of published social
scientists. Institutions with Carnegie Classifications of baccalaureate or lower could be
targeted to recruit the non-published sample.
Summary
The data collected in this study suggest that research scientists may be using
prestige of peer-reviewed journals as a quality proof. Scientists may be associating or
equating the quality of a published study with the prestige of the journal in which it is
published. The data also suggest that researchers may be conforming their research
agendas to a perceived bias on the part of the peer-reviewed journals to which they
submit their work. Additionally, research academics may be inadvertently censoring
themselves by examining the peer-review journal to try and find publication trends in
terms of subjects. If researchers plan their research agenda based on what will give them
the best chance of being published rather than what will contribute the most to basic
knowledge they may be planning their research agendas based on what is most likely to
be published rather than on what may contribute most to basic knowledge. However, we
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did not have sufficient data to determine a difference between published and not
published scholars in perception of publication bias due to a lack of balanced data.
This study suggests that scientists may not view the peer-review journal strictly as
a means for communication. The peer-review journal system may be a structure that is
normatively isomorphic in nature. The peer review publication may be a process
whereby prestige is meted out to scientists who participate in it and may ultimately be the
metal shell one has to enter in order to be credentialed and recognized as a legitimate
scientist.
The peer-reviewed journal may be dictating to scientists what constitutes a quality
study as well as what subjects should be studied. If this is happening, the peer-reviewed
journal may have an inadvertent chilling effect on research because scientists may
prioritize publishing their studies over learning more about subjects in which they are
interested.
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Dear Respondent,

My name is Richard Spivey. I am a Ph.D. candidate in the Tift College of Education
Higher Education Leadership Program at Mercer University. I am conducting a research
study about the perceptions held by social science researchers and faculty concerning
peer-review journal publication practices. I am emailing to ask if you would like to
participate by completing an online survey for this research project.
if you would be interested in taking this survey, please look for a second e-mail to come
n one week with the subject line Dissertation Study Participation. A link will be provided
//rthin that e-mail that will take you directly to the online survey.
If you have any questions about the study contact the investigator Richard Spivey at
spivey_rc@mercer.edu, 478 301-2172.
Mercer University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) review ed stu d y # H 1 502080) and
approved it on (27-Feb-2015).
Questions about your rights as a research participant:
If you have questions about your rights or are dissatisfied at any time with any part of
this study, you can contact, anonymously if you wish, the Institutional Review Board by
phone at (478) 301-4101 or email at ORC Research @Mercer.edu.
Thank you in advance for your time and participation!
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Dear R espondent

My name is Richard Spivey. I am a Ph.D. candidate in the Tilt College of Education
Higher Education Leadership Program at Mercer University. I am conducting a research
study about the perceptions held by social science researchers and faculty concerning
peer-review journal publication practices. I am emailing to ask if you would like to
participate by completing an online survey for this research project.
If you would be interested in taking this survey, please click on this link and provide your
consent to take the survey: (place the Survey Monkey Link Here).
If you have any questions about the study contact the investigator Richard Spivey at
spivey_rc@mercer.edu, 478 301-2172.
Mercer University's Institutional Review Board (IRB) reviewed study $ H 1 502080) and
approved it on (27-Feb-2015).
Questions about your rights as a research participant:
If you have questions about your rights or are dissatisfied at any time with any part of
this study, you can contact, anonymously if you wish, the Institutional Review Board by
phone at (478) 301-4101 or email at ORC Research @Mercer.edu.
Thank you in advance for your time and participation!
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Dear Respondent,

My name is Richard Spivey. I am a Ph.D. candidate in the Tift College of Education
Higher Education Leadership Program at Mercer University. I am conducting a research
study about the perceptions held by social science researchers and faculty concerning
peer-review journal publication practices. I am emailing to ask if you would please
participate by completing an online survey for this research project.
If you would be interested in taking this survey, please click on this link and provide your
consent to take the survey: (place the Survey Monkey Link Here).
If you have any questions about the study contact the investigator Richard Spivey at
spivey_rc@mercer.edu, 478 301-2172.
Mercer University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) reviewed study &H1502080) and
approved it on (27-Feb-2015).
Questions about your rights as a research participant:
If you have questions about your rights or are dissatisfied at any time with any part of
this study, you can contact, anonymously if you wish, the Institutional Review Board by
phone at (478) 301-4101 or email at ORC Research @Mercer.edu.
Thank you in advance for your time and participation!
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Dear Respondent,

My name is Richard Spivey, i am a Ph.D. candidate in the Tift College of Education
Higher Education Leadership Program at Mercer University. I am conducting a research
study about the perceptions held by social science researchers and faculty concerning
peer-review journal publication practices. I am emailing to ask if you would please
participate by completing the online survey for this research project.
If you would be interested in taking this survey, please click on this link and provide your
consent to take the survey: (place the Survey Monkey Link Here).
If you have any questions about the study contact the investigator Richard Spivey at
spivey_rc@mercer.edu, 478 301-2172.
Mercer University's Institutional Review Board (IRB) reviewed study &H1502080) and
approved it on (27-Feb-2015).
Questions about your rights as a research participant:
If you have questions about your rights or are dissatisfied at any time with any part of
this study, you can contact, anonymously if you wish, the Institutional Review Board by
phone at (478) 301-4101 or email at ORC Research @Mercer.edu.
Thank you in advance for your time and participation!
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SURVEY INSTRUMENT
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Please answer the following questions.
1.

Do you hold a terminal degree?

Yes no
2.

Do you work in administration?

Yes no
3.

Do you teach or research primarily in the social sciences?

Yes no
4.

Do you have tenure?

Yes no
5.

How many years of experience do you have teaching in your field?

1.

1-5

6.

What is your academic rank?

2.

5-10

1. assistant professor

3.10-15

4.more than 15

2. asscociate professor

3. full professor

7. Have you published research in a peer-reviewed journal before?
Yes no
8. What is the Carnegie basic classification of your institution?
1. Associate

2. Baccalaureate 3. Master’s

9. Is your institution public or private?
1. public

2. private

4. Doctoral 5 . 1 don’t know
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For each statement please indicate the extent to which you agree (or disagree) with each
statement on a scale from 1-4 1 being strongly agree and 4 being strongly disagree.
1.

The value of a study is based on the quality of research in the study.

1234
2.

The quality of a study may be assumed by the level of prestige associated with the

peer-reviewed journal in which the study is published.
1234
3.

Research that examines a new idea or methodology has a good chance of being

published in a prestigious peer-reviewed journal.
1234
4.

Volunteer evaluators are usually qualified to evaluate research submitted for

publication.
1234
5.

Publication is a requirement for obtaining tenure.

1234
6.

Research has a better chance of getting published if the subject or methodology is

currently popular in the peer-reviewed literature.
1234
7.

Once you have published a number of studies, getting other studies published

becomes easier.

1234
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8.

Scientists who do not publish in peer-reviewed journals will not be successful in

academia.
1234
9.

It helps to know an editor or evaluator for the peer-reviewed journal in which you

are trying to publish research.
1234
10.

It is important to publish in peer-reviewed journals to communicate new findings

and to contribute to the body of basic knowledge.
1234
11.

Getting research published is more important than the ideas or conclusions

included in the subject being studied.
1234
12.

An academic’s research reputation is established through publication.

1234
13.

The prestige of the peer-reviewed journal in which a study is published is often an

indicator of the study’s quality.
1234
14.

Higher Education institutions evaluate researchers according to how much and

what peer-review journals they publish in.

1234
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15.

The quality o f a researcher’s work depends on the prestige associated with the

journal in which it is published.
1234
16.

When planning research, it is important to try to discern publication trends in

terms of subject or methodology in peer-reviewed journals.
1234
17.

The peer-review publication process is not perfect but it is the most reliable

process that we have.
1234
18.

Most peer-reviewed journals welcome innovation and new ideas.

1234
19.

The higher the prestige a journal has, the better the quality of the research it

publishes.
1234
20.

Publication is necessary to obtain pay raises in academia.

1234
21.

Scholars contribute to the scientific conversation by investigating the hot topics in

the current literature.
1234
22.

Search committees rely on the prestige of the journals in which a candidate is

published when making employment decisions.

1234
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23

Researchers investigate what is being published in the literature rather than study

an idea they may find more compelling but not being discussed in the literature.
1234
24

Peer-reviewed journals use an arbitrary process when choosing which research to

publish.
1234
25

Studies published in peer-reviewed journals make a more significant impact on

the scientific community than do other publication media such as books or chapters.
1234
26

Academics must prove their research skills through publication.

1234
27.

Academia values publishing research in peer-reviewed journals more than

teaching.
1234
28.

Researchers are expected to have published some studies before they will be

offered tenure-track positions.
1234
29.

Journal editors are more likely to accept submissions from researchers with whom

they are familiar.

1234
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30.

It is important to be published in the most prestigious peer-reviewed journal

possible.
1234
31.

The primary reason scientists publish research is to advance their careers.

1234
32.

The evaluations of journal peer-reviewers are impartial and free of bias.

1234
33.

Academic institutions evaluate researchers according to the reputations of the

peer-reviewed journals in which they publish.

1234

