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Abstract

How can you act ethically in a publication system that attempts to regulate research activity in a way that you might find,
in many respects, to be unethical? In this article, we address this question by drawing on the Aristotelian perspective of
practical wisdom. Drawing on thirty semi-structured interviews with academics working in French business schools, we
outline different means through which they act ‘wisely’ by deliberating and focusing on what is within their power and in
line with their best judgment. In particular, we show how some of them succeed in performing virtuous actions both within

the publication system and beyond.
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Academic research in business schools is an intellectual
activity that is particularly affected by managerialism,
which “invite[s] and reward[s] academics who willingly
restrict their work to duties and activities that provide the
greatest measurable, visible output for the lowest risk and
least effort” (Willmott 1995, p. 1024). This technicist vision
of research activity risks leading to a situation where the
number of published articles in high-ranking publications
is favored over the quality of the scientific approach, luring
academics away from learning, reflecting, and developing
their creative thinking (Butler and Spoelstra 2012; Clarke
and Knights 2015; Edwards and Roy 2017).

Many scholars have denounced this trend by adopting a
critical approach that they consider to be somewhat paradox-
ical (Butler and Spoelstra 2012; Dunne et al. 2008; Willmott
2011) because it involves criticizing the logic of excellence
in articles published in ‘excellent’ journals. This form of
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resistance, which critical academics have frequently used in
scholarly journals (Butler and Spoelstra 2012; Butler et al.
2018), is not the only alternative when faced with academic
managerialism (Anderson 2008; Jeanes 2017). Another pos-
sibility is to attempt to take virtuous action, considering the
constraints imposed by this environment. Such an ethical
stance, however, has not previously received much academic
attention. As notable exceptions, Archer (2008) and Rob-
inson et al. (2017) have discussed early career academics’
abilities to act according to their own values. Alvesson et al.
(2017) formulate programmatic propositions at individual,
organizational, and governmental levels, which would pro-
mote ‘meaningful’ research that is relevant on both social
and personal levels.

In this paper, our aim is to add to this discussion by doc-
umenting how academics can take virtuous actions in the
‘publish or perish’ system. To do so, we build on the Aristo-
telian perspective of practical wisdom, which we understand
as carrying out phronetic actions—in other words, thought-
ful actions that are within our power and in line with our best
judgment (Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. 2002; here-
after referred to as NE). Practical wisdom thus derives from
the ethical choice of developing a virtuous ethos (habit) of
deliberation, judgment, and execution (Beabout 2012; Sison
et al. 2012) and involves performing deliberate actions in
accordance with our power and best judgment (Bachmann
et al. 2018).
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In line with this perspective, we analyze how thirty aca-
demics working in three French business schools attempt to
act ‘wisely’ within the managerialist system in which they
are embedded. We show how researchers confronted with a
managerialist research system focus on what they believe to
be within their power and in line with their best judgment.
To do this, they adopt different means of acting virtuously
that enable them (or not) to meet the system’s expectations.

The article is organized as follows. In the first section, we
review existing studies that discuss how the publish or perish
system attempts to regulate research activity in a way that
raises many ethical concerns. The second section focuses
on the Aristotelian approach to practical wisdom (phrone-
sis) and highlights what constitutes a virtuous action from
this perspective. The third section describes the methodol-
ogy of our empirical study, which consists of thirty semi-
structured interviews with academics from three different
business schools, and explains how we carried out data col-
lection and analysis. Findings are presented in the fourth
section, where we present different attempts by researchers
to perform virtuous actions in accordance with their power
and their best judgment. The final section focuses on our
theoretical contribution to the literature on managerialism
in academic research.

Literature Review
Restrictions on Freedom in Academia

Academic managerialism has been criticized for pushing
researchers to conform with the requirements of high-rank-
ing journals in order to maximize their research productiv-
ity (Butler and Spoelstra 2014; Locke and Spender 2011;
Murillo and Vallentin 2016). Alvesson et al. (2017) empha-
size that academics are not only victims of this publish or
perish system but are also accomplices who reproduce it by
proactively engaging in this publication race. This results
in a publication game that exerts strong pressure on aca-
demics for choosing the research questions, theoretical per-
spectives, and methods that will permit them to publish as
fast as possible in the best-ranked outlets (Willmott 1995).
Academic managerialism has also been criticized for not
allowing researchers sufficient time to reflect deeply on their
topic and to explore unconventional theoretical and empiri-
cal territories (Clarke and Knights 2015; Clarke et al. 2012;
Edwards and Roy 2017).

Existing studies demonstrate that academics may adopt
several (un)ethical positions within such a publish or perish
environment, which attempts to impose how research activ-
ity is conceived and realized. First, academics may accept
the publication game and ‘play along’ because it makes
them feel recognized as successful researchers (Clarke and
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Knights 2015; Roberts 2005). This leads them “to comply
with or conform to the demands of the performance culture,
enticed, seduced and compensated by its potential rewards”
(Clarke and Knights 2015, p. 1879). In line with this, Gad-
amer (2004) and Butler and Spoelstra (2012) have noted
that the publication game exerts a profound influence on the
subjectivity of researchers who become more focused on
material and social recognition than on conducting relevant
research. Davies and Peterson (2005) argue that it is not
possible to play the publication game without a neo-liberal
mindset because, over time, it necessarily transforms aca-
demics into individualists who focus on publication oppor-
tunities as well as elegant publishable models. In all cases,
critical studies state that complying with the publish or per-
ish system leads academics to adopt many unethical behav-
iors such as being more interested in “how can I get pub-
lished” rather than “how can I do good research” (Alvesson
et al. 2017, p. 28), neglecting other academic activities such
as teaching (Clarke and Knights 2015), distorting the com-
plex reality of the business world in order to produce “good
stories” (Butler and Spoelstra 2012; Pearce and Huang
2012; Willmott 2011) or attaching their names to papers to
which they have not actually, or only barely, contributed in
exchange for providing their colleagues with the opportunity
to do the same (Edwards and Roy 2017). By encouraging
such unethical behaviors, the publication system not only
reduces scientific progress and the quality of research but
also risks reproducing the “perversion of natural selection”
(Edwards and Roy 2017, p. 53). Indeed, those who are com-
fortable with such an individualistic, performance-driven,
and opportunistic system are promoted while others are
excluded, creating, among the latter, a feeling of failure and
a sense of shame that may even prevent them from express-
ing a critical analysis of the system (Clarke and Knights
2015). The result is a widespread cynicism among academ-
ics on the value of academic research (Alvesson et al. 2017,
Alvesson and Spicer 2016; Tourish 2018), leading them to
treat their work as a game in which they see themselves as
players.

The second position adopted by academics corresponds to
that taken by the critical scholars who authored the studies
discussed in the previous paragraph (e.g. Clarke and Knights
2015; Edwards and Roy 2017). By demonstrating how aca-
demic managerialism pressurizes researchers and can lead
them to adopt unethical behaviors, these studies represent
instances of (discursive) resistance to the publish or per-
ish regime. This position, however, raises several ethical
concerns. Indeed, criticism of the publish or perish regime
may seem contradictory to the practice of publishing in the
best-ranked journals that epitomize such a system (Butler
and Spoelstra 2012; Willmott 2011). The proliferation of
articles criticizing the publication game may, paradoxically,
be a sign of a strengthening within the system. Moreover,
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this approach is limited to deconstructing the system and
does not propose a realistic and pragmatic alternative that
could easily be implemented on a daily basis. In addition, the
critical approach is based on the adoption of a distant posi-
tion that suggests that researchers would be able to extricate
themselves from the constraints they denounce, simply by
engaging in this approach.

It is possible that a third position exists, one that consists
in attempting to act ethically in the publish or perish system.
Archer (2008) shows how some early career academics resist
or protect themselves from academic managerialism, while
Robinson et al. (2017) argue that early career academics can
bend the rules according to their own values. After analyz-
ing what leads to the proliferation of meaningless research,
Alvesson et al. (2017) formulate recommendations about
what individual researchers, research institutions (including
universities and academic journals), and even governments
can do to promote meaningful research that contributes to
the “common good” (ibid, p. 20). At an individual level, they
argue particularly that researchers can adopt a “nomadic”
rather than “formulaic” approach, which produces “poly-
morphic researches” (ibid, p. 90) by moving across areas,
methods, writing styles, and target audiences. By doing this,
they say, researchers may have a chance to say something
new and socially relevant.

Thus, the possibility for researchers to act ethically in
the publish or perish system has already been identified;
however, this idea is still in its infancy. In this study, we add
to this discussion by relying on an Aristotelian perspective
of practical wisdom in order to document how researchers
attempt to act ‘virtuously’ in the publish or perish system.

Aristotelian Practical Wisdom: An Ethical Reflection
on Virtuous Actions

The notion of practical wisdom has been the subject of a
number of recent studies in business ethics literature. In this
respect, Bachmann et al. (2018) have carried out a compre-
hensive review in order to show how the different traditions
of research on practical wisdom complement one another.
Likewise, Bardon et al. (2017) have highlighted the use
of the concept of phronesis in recent studies and the close
relationship between this concept and sagacity (Holt 2006),
prudential judgment (Nonaka et al. 2014), and capacities
(Shotter and Tsoukas 2014).

For Aristotle, practical wisdom is associated with mak-
ing ethical choices involving the performance of virtuous
habits, which, in turn, allow for the development of a stable
virtuous character over time. Thus, ethics are not concep-
tual contents that can be learnt but are in fact derived from
practical experience. We are therefore invited to think about
our ethical stance by working on ourselves on a day-to-day

basis through intellectual and spiritual exercises in order to
take virtuous action (NE, Book I, 6).

Since practical wisdom consists in attempting to deal in
the most virtuous way with the constraints of the environ-
ment in which we are embedded, it differs from the more
trivial notions of acting ‘freely” without constraint or acting
‘independently’ of constraints. Practical wisdom consists
in performing thoughtful actions in accordance with our
sense of virtue given constraints—in other words, by tak-
ing into account the particular circumstances with which we
are confronted. This understanding of what it means to act
virtuously, based on Aristotle’s approach to phronesis, has
already been discussed in management literature, but not in
an academic context. Indeed, existing studies have mainly
focused on the concept of virtuous leadership (Kiipers and
Pauleen 2013; Shotter and Tsoukas 2014) and virtuous man-
agement (Bardon et al. 2017), and, notably, have reflected on
how virtuous practitioners produce alignment between right
thinking, right desire, and right action by creating harmony
among reason, emotions, and behaviors (Hartman 2013;
Sison and Ferrero 2015). In particular, a virtuous leader or
manager considers which goals and means are worth pur-
suing rather than just simply maximizing target quantities
(Bardon et al. 2017; Sison et al. 2012). Without delibera-
tion, one would be condemned to act blindly or to undergo
passively the situation in which one is embedded. Deliber-
ating allows us to think about the different options that are
offered to us and to voluntarily choose the best course of
action according to our judgment. Aristotle refers to both
individual and collective deliberation using the same term:
“bouleusis” (NE, Book III, 1). Individual deliberation can
thus be a first step towards collective deliberation and refers,
as Archer (2003) suggests, to the idea of internal conversa-
tion—understood as a practical reflection conducted at the
individual level, which involves thinking both intellectually
and based on one’s own personal experience. Specifically,
Aristotle invites us to engage in this process of deliberat-
ing on what is within our power and in line with our best
judgment.

Firstly, Aristotle clearly states: “we deliberate about
things that are in our power and can be done” (NE, Book
II1, 3). Indeed, he suggests a distinction between what is
operable—what we can act on—and what is non-opera-
ble—what we cannot act on. More specifically, the phi-
losopher opposes what is absolutely non-operable, that
is what cannot be changed by anyone (such as the course
of the stars) and what is relatively non-operable, that is
what only certain people can change. Of course, delibera-
tion should not concern things that are absolutely non-
operable. Aristotle specifies that the power that we have
over relatively non-operable issues depends on each of us.
He notes that “we do not deliberate even about all human
affairs; for instance, no Spartan deliberates about the best
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constitution for the Scythians” (NE, Book III, 3). This
means that we should focus on actions that depend upon
us and abandon those that are not within our power, either
because they are impossible to act upon per se, or because
they can only be acted upon by other people. From this
perspective, showing practical wisdom involves focusing
on what is within our power.

Secondly, Aristotle argues that acting virtuously
implies deliberating about how we can perform actions
according with our best judgment. Aristotle emphasizes
that: “we deliberate not about ends, but about means”
(NE, III, 5). Commentators widely recognize that this
does not exclude a reflection on moral purpose (Cammack
2013), as Aristotle assumes that this deliberation neces-
sarily involves the pursuit of a moral purpose (NE, Book
VI, 5 and 10), one that is guided by the willingness to
seek a virtuous life and happiness or eudaimonia (Kolnai
2001; Cammack 2013): “every skill and every inquiry,
and similarly every action and rational choice is thought
to aim at some good; and so the good has been aptly
described as that at which everything aims” (NE, Book I,
1). In order to make a deliberate choice, Aristotle invites
virtuous people to know the causes of their actions and
to strive to determine whether what seems desirable con-
forms with virtue (NE, Book II, 5 and 6). Virtuous people
seek not only to resist unwise pleasures that flatter pride
and lead to losing sight of noble causes, but also to avoid
acrasy, which is defined as an individual acting against
his/her best judgment because of a “weakness of will”.
Aristotle notes that acrasy is distinct from bad deeds (NE,
Book IIT). Whereas bad deeds are voluntary and evil in
purpose, acratic people are merely ignorant: certainly,
they are aware of acting contrary to their best judgment,
but they believe that knowledge of virtues is sufficient,
without needing to become virtuous through good habits.
In other words, acratic people know that they are mov-
ing away from virtue, but they do not know how to attain
it because they lack good habits. Acting according with
our best judgment attests to our strength of will and our
ability to adopt the right habits.

Therefore, for Aristotle, acting virtuously involves ask-
ing ourselves which actions are within our power and in
line with our best judgment given the specific context
in which we are embedded. This deliberation nurtures
virtue, or more specifically, “virtue, then, is a state of
character concerned with choice, lying in a mean, i.e. the
mean relative to us, this being determined by a rational
principle, and by that principle by which the man of prac-
tical wisdom would determine it” (NE, Book II, 6).

In line with this interpretation, the objective of this
study is to examine how researchers act virtuously given
the constraints of the publication system.

@ Springer

Methods

The development of academic managerialism within busi-
ness schools is acknowledged as an issue in Anglo-Saxon
contexts (Mitroff 2004; Murillo and Vallentin 2016; Sig-
urjonsson et al. 2014, 2015; Tourish and Willmott 2015)
but also in France (Dubois and Walsh 2017) where our
empirical field is situated.

Historically, French business schools were ‘semi-pub-
lic’ entities that pursued ‘public interests’ and were largely
subsidized by public funds (mainly through Chambers
of Commerce), but they were governed by private laws,
unlike fully public entities such as universities and most
engineering schools (Callet et al. 2018).

For the last 15 years, most business schools have been
undergoing rapid privatization due to a state-level deci-
sion to drastically reduce (if not suppress) public funding
(ibid 2018). Today, almost all of the business schools have
achieved self-financing through the introduction of cost-
optimization policies, a significant increase in students’
fees, the creation of many ‘cash-generating’ programs, and
the launching of fundraising campaigns targeting private
companies and alumni. Recently, several of them have
even changed their historical non-profit status for a ‘for
profit’ one in order to allow private funds to enter their
capital (ibid 2018). At faculty level, this new financing
model has manifested itself in a proliferation of audit-
ing, monitoring, and other management practices that are
typical of the private sector and the promotion of a strong
publish or perish culture exhorting academics to publish
in top-ranked journals.

In France, business schools have been much more
affected by academic managerialism than public univer-
sities, including the Institut d’Administration des Entre-
prises (IAE) that are the management schools of public
universities (Callet et al. 2018). Business schools thus con-
stitute an ideal setting for our research, as their academics
have been brutally exposed to new managerialist systems
and, as a consequence, to the ethical issues associated with
them. In this context, we could reasonably expect to get
access to compelling accounts of how interviewees delib-
erate about their conduct in this new regime.

Between January and July 2018, we conducted thirty
semi-structured interviews with academics working in
three French business schools, the first in the top five
(BS1), the second in the top ten (BS2), and the third in the
top twenty (BS3) of Le Monde’s 2018 ranking based on the
average of the five French rankings (L’Etudiant, Le F. igaro,
Challenges, Le Point, and Le Parisien). These French busi-
ness schools adopt slightly different publication systems.
BS1 and BS2 determine the achievement of objectives
and bonus payments based on publication in high-ranking
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publications, using the French CNRS (Centre National de
la Recherche Scientifique) ranking and international rank-
ings such as the Association of Business Schools’ Aca-
demic Journal Guide (ABS List) and the Financial Times
45 (FT45). BS3 only considers publication in the best
journals when awarding bonus payments; however, when
considering whether targets have been reached, it not only
focuses on high-ranking academic publications but also
strives to recognize different activities within research. We
thus examine how academics deliberate about their con-
duct in contexts that are characterized by various degrees
of pressure to publish, with the aim of documenting the
greatest range of ways of acting wisely.

This led us to use a heterogeneous sampling approach in
terms of gender, age, employment tenure, status, and disci-
pline: 13 of the respondents were women; 19 interviewees

Table 1 Sample composition

were under forty-five years old; 16 interviewees defended
their PhD more than ten years ago; 14 of the respondents
had full professor status; and the respondents worked in dif-
ferent scientific disciplines (economics, human resources
management, strategy, finance, marketing, and ethics). Sci-
entific achievements were also heterogeneous: according to
the criteria outlined by Butler and Spoelstra (2012), 14 of
our respondents had an excellent publication record because
they had published a minimum of four papers in three- or
four-star journals over the previous six years; the remain-
ing interviewees had published in at least one- or two-star
journals during the same period. Table 1 below presents the
main characteristics of our sample:

All the interviews were recorded and transcribed; this
allowed us to focus on the researchers’ answers as the inter-
view continued. The interviews were conducted with a set

Informants Gender Business school Years since Status Main discipline Dura-
PhD defence tion
(min)
#1 Man BS-1 15-20 Full Professor Organization Theory 51
#2 Man BS-1 +20 Full Professor Strategy/Entrepreneurship 53
#3 Woman BS-1 15-20 Full Professor Organizational Behavior/HRM 58
#4 Man BS-1 +20 Full Professor Organization Theory 66
#5 Man BS-1 5-10 Assistant Professor Organization Behavior/HRM 73
#6 Man BS-1 5-10 Associate Professor Organization Behavior/HRM 50
#7 Woman BS-1 0-5 Assistant Professor Marketing 64
#3 Woman BS-1 0-5 Associate Professor Organization Behaviot/HRM 74
#9 Man BS-1 5-10 Associate Professor Finance/Accounting 58
#10 Man BS-1 +20 Full Professor Strategy/Entrepreneurship 60
#11 Woman BS-2 15-20 Full Professor Business Ethics 62
#12 Man BS-2 10-15 Full Professor Finance/Accounting 71
#13 Woman BS-2 10-15 Full Professor Finance/Accounting 66
#14 Woman BS-2 15-20 Full Professor Organization Behavior/HRM 62
#15 Woman BS-2 +20 Associate Professor Corporate Social Responsibility 74
#16 Man BS-2 5-10 Associate Professor Strategy/Entrepreneurship 61
#17 Woman BS-2 5-10 Associate Professor Organization Behavior/HRM 61
#18 Woman BS-2 5-10 Associate Professor Organization Theory 64
#19 Woman BS-2 10-20 Associate Professor Marketing 53
#20 Man BS-2 5-10 Associate Professor Organization Behavior/HRM 62
#21 Man BS-3 10-15 Full Professor Strategy/Entrepreneurship 65
#22 Man BS-3 +20 Full Professor Finance/Accounting 53
#23 Man BS-3 0-5 Associate Professor Organization Behavior/HRM 33
#24 Woman BS-3 5-10 Full Professor Marketing 52
#25 Woman BS-3 10-15 Full Professor Organization Behavior/HRM 32
#26 Man BS-3 10-15 Full Professor Strategy/Entrepreneurship 84
#27 Man BS-3 5-10 Associate Professor Marketing 47
#28 Man BS-3 5-10 Associate Professor Strategy/Entrepreneurship 61
#29 Man BS-3 10-15 Associate Professor Organization Theory 61
#30 Woman BS-3 10-15 Associate Professor Organization Theory 37
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of pre-determined questions using a semi-structured inter-
view guide. Initially, we provided a brief description of the
study and assured respondents that all information would be
kept confidential. Having confirmed the sociodemographic
characteristics of the interviewees, we began the interview
with two open-ended questions: “What are the different
stages of your career that led you to do research?” and “Can
you describe your research activity?” Follow-up questions
were prepared in order to obtain clarification or to cover all
aspects of the interviewees’ experience as researchers (e.g.
“What is the research evaluation system in your school?”;
“What were your initial ideals regarding research?”’; “How
do you choose your scientific themes?”’; “What are your pri-
mary motivations for carrying out your current research?”’;
“What research ideas have you rejected?”’; “What image do
you have of yourself as a researcher?”).

While asking interviewees to tell us their own story as
researchers, our objective was to encourage them to speak
of their experience, thereby gaining access to how they
enact their world as well as themselves (Weick 1995; Boyce
1995). During the interviews, they produced fragmented,
polyphonic, and occasionally contradictory accounts that we
decided to make available to readers by conducting a narra-
tive thematic analysis (Boje 2001).

The first two authors thus reviewed the transcripts inde-
pendently and generated a list of conceptual categories by
identifying thematic accounts in relation to our topic. To do
so, we first approached the dataset with two broad questions
in mind: “According to the respondents, how does the pub-
lish or perish regime attempt to regulate research activities?”
and “How do respondents reflect on their own conduct in
such a context?” To address the first question, we generated
separate thematic categories based on respondents’ com-
ments and then discussed these together until a consensus
was reached about the different ways through which the pub-
lish or perish regime attempts to regulate research activities
according to the respondents. To address the second ques-
tion, we identified and sorted thematically all quotations in
which respondents consider their own actions. This coding
was influenced by our reading of Aristotle since we focused
particularly on quotations in which respondents evoke how
they act in accordance with their own power and in line
with their best judgment. This process included many itera-
tions and discussions between the authors of this article
and permitted the emergence of six distinct ways through
which respondents act as wise researchers—that is, in ways
that they consider as ‘virtuous’ given the constraints with
which they are confronted. We ultimately decided to have
two broader categories, namely ‘acting virtuously within
the publication system’ and ‘acting virtuously beyond the
publication system’. The result of this coding process is pre-
sented in the next section. Accordingly, we adopted a narra-
tive thematic approach as a representational strategy in order
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to capture the diversity of meanings that respondents give to
their own experience (Weick 1995). The goal, therefore, is
also to produce a story that readers can compare with their
own experience as researchers (Rhodes and Brown 2005).

Results

I would like to keep this thirst for research, this intel-
lectual interest pure, free, devoid of any personal inter-
est ... I believe that this is what research is for, to move
away from a dogmatic vision. (#19)

All respondents formulate criticisms against the pub-
lish or perish system, observing that it attempts to regulate
research activity in a way that is limiting and that raises
ethical concerns.

In particular, almost all respondents feel constrained by
editorial requirements that limit their ability to choose cer-
tain topics that they consider as relevant and worthwhile,
to use what they believe is the most appropriate method, to
develop certain ideas, or to present their thinking in certain
ways. Many respondents highlight the risk of delivering sim-
plified and distorted analysis that does not reflect the com-
plexity of reality and of their intellectual activity. This situa-
tion can generate important frustrations among respondents:

What frustrates me is that we lie a lot. Of course, we
have the brilliant idea right from the start, we stumble
upon the right literature, everything is planned and we
remove everything that would not fit with the results, it
bothers me enormously ... This work of reconstruction
to have something very smooth that seems a beautiful
story with no rough edges, it bothers me a lot. (#15)

A significant number of respondents also criticize the
increasing pressure on publication objectives, which pushes
them to adopt instrumental, opportunistic, and short-term
logics in order to “spew out top-ranking articles” (#26).
Many complain about having less time for empirical obser-
vation, reading, and comprehension. One interviewee even
states that it is “embarrassing to say I’'m going to read”
(#28). Likewise, some respondents note that the publish or
perish system pushes them to tactically choose who they
collaborate with on research projects:

We work with people who are recognized in the field,
who are used to publishing. We do not choose these
collaborations on the basis of friendship, but we look
for people who are real research professionals. (#21)

Many respondents also highlight the fact that the cur-
rent system attempts to dictate the format of their research
outputs and their target audience since research articles
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in top-ranked journals are much more valued than other
research outputs:

I remember in the evaluation interview that I was told:
But why do you publish so many books? ... You have
to publish articles, books do not count, so do not write
books. (#11)

Some are worried that the publish or perish system is
causing researchers to lose sight of the raison d’étre of
research activity, which for them is to participate in a scien-
tific reflection in order to respond to societal issues:

Most papers, even if they end up in very good journals,
are papers that are very little read or are quoted only
by our peers; they are very little read by companies, by
professionals, or by students. (#27)

One even states that academic pressure could make

99 <er

researchers act “in a very Moliere-like way”, “in a very petty
superior way”, “by self-congratulation or self-abhorring”,
“but apart from that, they are totally unknown” (#4). Others
speak about their perceived lack of social utility as “some-
thing that is very painful ... it’s a resentment that’s pretty
general” (#27).

All respondents describe at length the pressure resulting
from managerialism, arguing that it is “quite stressful” (#13)
and generates “a lot of insecurity” (#22).

Focusing on What, They Believe, is Within Their
Power and in Line with Their Best Judgment

Focusing on What is Within Their Power

Despite these criticisms, all respondents assert that it is
beyond their power to fight against the publish or perish
regime, which, they say, “is a more global, broader problem
that goes beyond school governance, which is found in all
schools” (#28):

It is the world of business schools in France and
throughout the world that is turning towards a more
quantitative than qualitative logic. (#27)

The problem is not the school, it’s the system... The
accreditations all work with the same rankings. (#11)

A couple of respondents even use this line of reasoning to
justify why they have accepted, often with regret, to play the
publication game despite their ethical reservations regarding
this new regime:

We are evaluated based on the number of stars that
we bring back, so I concentrated on the production of
starred publications (...) I regret it, of course, I came
into this business because I wanted to do things that [
like but here the job is to publish. (#27)

This freedom should be sacrificed to publish because
we have the freedom to participate but we don’t have
the freedom to be (...) So, I don’t have this freedom.
(#22)

Although highly critical of the publication game, some
respondents attempt to further justify why they continue to
participate by emphasizing that it provides them a “feeling
of self-efficacy” (#5). One of the respondents observes that
“you take the drug because you need it just to feel normal.
If I publish less, I'm going to feel like I'm a failure; that’s
my problem” (#12). Others explain their behavior by stating
that it would be personally too costly not to participate in the
publication game and even more risky to fight aggressively
against it:

I confess, I don’t try to fight against the system, against
the whole system, because I don’t have the energy, it’s
a little bit too much. (#11)

It’s hard to get out of this system (...) We want to keep
our jobs and we have children to raise. (#8)

Most respondents do not see themselves as adopting an
acratic behavior (or at least are not very talkative about it)
because they claim that they focus on their power to act,
which they occasionally verbalize in terms of freedom: “we
always have a little space of freedom” (#15). Specifically,
they say that they concentrate on what is within one’s power
by “granting oneself the freedom to really do research” (#28)
and “creating for oneself space and time to do it” (#11). One
respondent even argues that, by constraining oneself to reach
institution publication objectives, “you earn your freedom so
to speak” (#18) and can therefore carry out other activities
not required by the system.

Nevertheless, several respondents feel that their power
to act is shrinking over time due to the constant increase
of institutional pressures: “I would like to go back thirty
years sometimes, where I think the margins of freedom
were greater” (#19). The majority of senior respondents
believe that they have more room for maneuver than younger
researchers, and thus potentially more options within their
power:

At that time, there was not the crazy pressure that there
is now ... now it’s incredibly competitive, it’s where it’s
crazy (...) but for me, nothing bad can happen, I cannot
go any further in my career. (#2)

In contrast, young and middle-aged respondents are par-
ticularly worried about the longevity of their power to act
within the interstices of the system due to the increasing
publish or perish pressure:

I still have the chance to work in an institution that
tolerates the ugly duckling that I can be, but maybe
tomorrow they will tighten up even more. (#20)
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I want to keep doing research because I like it, but it
is evident that I will never be able to keep up the pace
because research objectives keep increasing. (#15)

Some young respondents observe that “they are some-
what locked into the spiral of academic publication ... we
have more pressure” (#8). One respondent even describes
himself as “a young professor in his thirties who is a lit-
tle bit disillusioned by the research system” (#23). Another
respondent goes as far as to evoke the risk of burning out
in the long term: “I am still young, I have resources, but
maybe if I intend to do it for ten years, I may well be burnt
out” (#7).

Focusing on What is in Line with Their Best Judgment

While concentrating on what, they believe, is within their
power, most of the respondents state that they attempt to
choose their research activities according to their best judg-
ment. Some respondents say that they have become particu-
larly vigilant when they feel the desire to work on a research
theme or when they are approached by other researchers for
a joint project; they strive to check whether this new research
project is worthwhile, relevant, or useful.

A few respondents adopt an intellectual approach when
deliberating about whether a project is an appropriate one:

I choose my subject according to my personal, espe-
cially intellectual, appetite. That is, a subject that
makes me want to think. There are subjects in which I
would have no interest, and which are useful, interest-
ing for other researchers and for society. But for all
that, I wouldn’t have any appetite for it. So, first of all,
it’s going to be an intellectual appetite in relation to a
subject. (#20)

The question of social utility is essential to me. I never
thought about doing research to please myself. (...)
Research has always had, for me, a purpose, which is
its social utility. (#10)

Others also rely on their personal experience and intuition
when deliberating about whether a project is worthwhile: “I
try to understand, to pay attention to my emotions, my feel-
ings, to know if this project really suits me” (#17).

Several senior respondents emphasize that experience
plays a central role in this effort of introspection, because it
helps them to determine what valuable research projects are
and to strengthen their willingness to dedicate themselves
to particular issues or activities:

I think that there is also a certain age, a maturity in life,
when you start to say to yourself: ‘Well, what makes
me happy too?’ ... You have to acquire a certain matu-
rity. Do things without much cost, without spending
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too much time, focusing on what is really good for you,
on what is strategic for you. (#17)

One of the respondents even specifies that research is “an
art of living and not a profession”, and spontaneously indi-
cates that he would continue this activity, even if he were
no longer paid for it: “Even if I were to stop working profes-
sionally, I would still do the same thing” (#4).

Therefore, most respondents insist that focusing on what
is within their power and in line with their best judgment is
essential, as it enables them to “keep passion and motiva-
tion” (#25) and to “survive in the academic world” (#7):

If someone told me: “You should work on this topic,
it’s fashionable’, that would be the end for me. I think
that I would quit, that would be the end. (#19)

In summary, these respondents mention six ways of act-
ing virtuously within the publication system or beyond,
which are presented in more detail below.

Acting Virtuously Within the Publication System
Taking the Time To Do Quality Work

Despite the race for productivity that exists in the publish
or perish regime, several respondents, senior and younger
ones alike, say that they succeed in doing quality work by
allowing themselves to spend long periods of time in the
field collecting data: “I need concrete things; what nourishes
me is the field” (#15).

These respondents state that they strive to avoid the com-
partmentalization of research activities and do not hesitate
to denounce it:

On the one hand, we’re going to have researchers
locked up in offices, we’re going to tell them: ‘you
publish, we don’t want to see you in companies
because you don’t have the time’ (...) And then we’re
going to have other people who are not so gifted ...
who are going to go into companies. (#21)

Other respondents say that they take the time to go back
to the classics by reading seminal philosophical, socio-
logical, or economic writings in order to accomplish “good
research [which] is, perhaps, research that makes it possible
to open minds, to nourish intelligence, to make people want
to learn, to question themselves” (#19).

Almost all the respondents agree that they are having
more and more difficulty finding the time necessary to
understand a subject: “I have the feeling I’m flitting from
one thing to another” (#11).

Taking the time to do what they consider high-quality
research work enables them to regard themselves as good
researchers, however:
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The good researcher is one who is interested in and
who engages, let’s say as a citizen, as a public intel-
lectual, with ... pressing issues of the time. (#18)
Researchers who think that research is about asking
questions, taking the time—five, six, seven years—
to publish something that is an article—whatever
the journal—or a book, and who take the time to
do so, these are the successful researchers. They act
in accordance with their values and their visions of
research. (#7)

In line with this, numerous respondents say that they do
not only perform research in order to be published in top-
ranked journals: “I am not interested in publishing for pub-
lishing’s sake. So, if the objective is to produce papers, just
to produce papers, I have no interest in that. I slow down
the pace” (#20).

Developing a Personal Vision

Although the majority of respondents complain that research
activity is a “normative” profession (#16), in which research-
ers are expected to perform a succession of uncreative tasks
in order to achieve a result that meets standards, a few of
them consider that it is still possible to develop fulfilling
and personal research projects while meeting the stand-
ards of top-ranked journals. According to them, standards
imposed by top-tier journals do not annihilate the possibility
of developing a personal vision, on the condition that one
is able “to become aware of their existence, not to let [your]
self be absorbed by them”, and “to discard those which are
deadly” (#4). Some of them even consider that publication
standards help them to elaborate complex and original ideas
while using clear and rigorous language. For instance, one
respondent identifies why, for him, standards may support
both intellectual and scientific reflection:

I think doing research within a school, within a system,
guides me ... It limited me to one area... What the big
journals are looking for are ideas that are not conform-
ist but are presented in a conformist way ... I think
you have to have disruptive ideas, what we call ‘think
outside the box’, but, in the end, you need to present
them in the box. (#22)

This respondent adds that without this framework,
he would tend to “write anything about anything and go
anywhere without any direction” (#22). Likewise, another
respondent criticizes “the mediocrity or ease of publishing
in journals that do not necessarily have a good reputation”,
explaining that it is easier to publish “original, clean, and
impactful things” (#26) in better journals: “If you are rig-
orous, you will produce rigor and leave aside things you

are not sure about. You will take the time to be even more
rigorous” (#26).

Becoming an Expert on a Specific Issue

A few respondents state that it is possible to develop a
unique expertise while publishing in top-tier journals. For
instance, one respondent considers research to be “a dis-
covery-based learning activity” (#15) while recognizing the
need to meet publication objectives: “If we do research, it
is not only to publish. It’s also because we want to discover,
to learn” (#15).

Certain respondents consider that the requirements
imposed by high-ranking journals encourage them to always
go further in a certain area and to develop a unique exper-
tise: “A good researcher is not an individual who forages
everywhere; a good researcher is someone who specializes”
(#10).

Another respondent notes that the approach of special-
izing in one research theme is not necessarily easy:

Through this race to publish, we tend to become scat-
tered. I realized that this was not what suited me; it is
essential for me to do quality research, to be an expert
in my field, and to be able to bring this work together
around the same theme. (#24)

Some respondents explicitly state that a long period of
reflection leads them to refuse some opportunities and to
specialize in one research area:

Care must be taken not to lose sight of important
fundamental issues that tend to be put on hold when
opportunities related to meeting people arise. (#10)

Acting Virtuously Beyond the Publication System
Developing a Parallel Scientific Activity

Many respondents, mostly middle-aged and senior ones,
state that they grant themselves the right to produce research
outputs other than journal articles—including book chapters,
working papers or less demanding journals—because, they
say, it offers them the possibility to produce research differ-
ently and to target other audiences. For instance, a couple
of respondents elaborate on how they have chosen to write
two papers on the same topic, one that complies with the
academic standards of three- or four-star-rated journals, and
one intended for a lower-rated journal that “answers profes-
sionals’ questions more and shows that things are not so
simple” (#15):

When you don’t like the mainstream culture, you try to
find alternative culture (...) I'm not fighting against it,
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but I’'m looking for alternatives. Books, for example,
are good alternatives. (#11)

The respondents who develop a parallel scientific activity
clearly differentiate between the projects that they conduct
to meet their research objectives and the projects that they
choose to conduct for more personal reasons:

There is still a little space—between two articles that
bug you—to be able to write something that will inter-
est you intellectually but that will usually be published
in a lower-ranked journal and that will be of much less
value than the two articles that were bugging you. (#5)

A few young respondents also evoke the possibility of
carrying out a research activity in parallel to the one required
by the system at the outset of their research. For instance,
one of them explains how developing a parallel research
activity has been a need since their early doctoral years:

If the idea is good and if I like something, I can do it
... for me there’s no reason it shouldn’t work... When
I was working on my thesis, it was very hard because
I really wrote four hundred pages. And to clear my
head, I needed another activity in parallel... I thought
to myself: I have an idea and this idea is completely
crazy, but I want to dig into it a little more. So, I also
wrote an article on this. (#7)

Occasionally, a small number of respondents, mostly
young but also a few middle-aged ones, share their difficul-
ties in developing a significant parallel activity due to a lack
of time or a lack of social recognition:

When I regard who among my colleagues publishes
stuff for the wide public, books or polemical stuff like
this, they are old profs. There is no secret. Young peo-
ple like me are a bit locked in. (#8)

Disseminating Research Results Beyond the Academic
Community

A few respondents, mostly middle-aged and senior ones,
declare that they make the effort to communicate their
research to a broader audience beyond academia—includ-
ing students, professionals, and other members of civil soci-
ety—even when this is not valued or required by the system.
They emphasize that sharing research results with students
enables them to create greater consistency between their dif-
ferent activities and to offer a more authentic pedagogical
performance:

I seek coherence between who I am, the research I
do, and the message I bring to students. I think that is
important. A form of alignment... The things I observe
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in the field and the message I deliver to students are
coherent. (#15)

Some of them consider the use of research projects in
class to be a little risky, since students can have difficulty
understanding the practical implications of using a scientific
approach to think about business issues. Here is one typical
example:

I do riskier courses in anthropology, philosophy, and
management; there are some students who are not
interested... As a result, their evaluations of the course
are not as good. But I accept that. I say I accept it,
because I believe in what I do. (#1)

Sharing research data with professionals can also engen-
der a feeling of usefulness:

Giving feedback to the company means: ‘I am com-
pletely external and with my perspective, my vision,
that is what I think about what is happening, that is
what I perceive, that is what my recommendations are’.
I think it’s quite positive. (#15)

Several respondents state that another way of having an
impact beyond the academic community is to publish press
articles in order “to talk about the subject with the general
public” (#25). Moreover, discussions with members of civil
society make it easier for researchers to identify ‘hot top-
ics’ and issues on which they can make a potential societal
contribution:

A journalist contacted me two weeks ago... Our job is
also to highlight certain subjects, to help with popu-
larization. I think that’s also our role. (#19)

These moments of sharing are likely to help the research-
ers thrive in their research activity: “if we perform research,
it’s not only to publish... It’s also to share something. Trying
to make something known that is important to us too” (#15).

Being Involved in a Research Community

A few senior respondents also say that they have chosen to
lead or at least to participate actively in a research commu-
nity beyond just searching for publication in high-ranking
journals. Thus, these respondents assert that they cannot
form a research community without being very clear about
the intellectual and scientific objectives they are targeting.
This requires the ability to have a clear and relevant dis-
course on the scientific orientations that a group of research-
ers could pursue:

As you progress as a researcher, you see yourself as a
producer of knowledge, but also a producer of talent.
(#12)
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One respondent observes that “if you are not able to
explain what you are doing simply, for me you are in a
category of researcher that has no interest” (#26). Being
involved in a chosen research community is also presented as
linked to the opportunity to establish friendly relationships,
to cooperate, and to foster cooperation:

Do not do it alone, i.e. surround yourself, surround
yourself with benevolent people, with whom you want
to work in an inner circle; then in a larger circle, with
people with whom you want to share things; coopera-
tion is essential. (#28)

Some respondents state a desire to surround themselves
by people with different backgrounds and profiles in order
to form dynamic and heterogeneous communities:

A value-added researcher is someone who creates a
certain dynamic, creates coherence, brings together...
researchers, but also civil society, public authorities,
decision-making bodies, students, and parents. (#26)

They can succeed in forming new groups of researchers
by providing support to doctoral students and paying atten-
tion to the needs of young researchers:

A good researcher is one who can initiate other
younger people into the field, take them by the hand,
which is what I do. (#12)

Supervising doctoral students and more generally mentor-
ing are also cited as activities through which researchers, in
particular senior researchers, can remain “committed to the
system, committed to the service of the institution” (#10).
Some of them hope “to help doctoral students as much as
possible, to help them publish, to help them to have the best
possible record” (#10):

For me, today, it gives me great satisfaction when one
of my PhDs finishes and has a good career and in fact
many of my PhDs have excellent careers. (#12)

To conclude, the six ways in which respondents act virtu-
ously as researchers are summarized in Table 2.

Discussion

In this paper, we have documented a third way through
which academics confront the publish or perish regime,
beyond mere compliance and frontal criticism. To do so,
we have adopted an Aristotelian perspective on practical
wisdom to analyze how thirty academics in three French
business schools act ‘wisely’ given the constraints imposed
on them, by focusing on what is within their power and in
line with their best judgment.

Table 2 The six ways in which respondents act virtuously as researchers

Ways of acting virtuously (emerging from our data)

The ethical stances emerging from the Aris-

totelian approach to practical wisdom and

from our data

“I need a subject that interests me. 'm in a

Taking the time to do quality work

Acting virtuously within the publication

Focus on what is within your power and in

slower rhythm.” (#20)
“Discipline stimulates ideas.” (#22)

system

line with your best judgment

Developing a personal vision

“A good researcher is specialized in issues that

Becoming an expert on a specific issue

are problematical for research communities

and, above all, society.” (#27)

“I understand that if you want to be published,

Developing a parallel scientific activity

Acting virtuously beyond the publication

you have to respect the format of the journals.
have your own little space of freedom (...) to

Afterwards, I tell myself that you always

system

publish a paper in a less well-ranked journal.”

(#11)

“Our job is also to pass on our knowledge.”

Disseminating results beyond the publication

(#19)
“It motivates me, making doctoral students
grow, it is a source of motivation.” (#10)

system
Being involved in a research community
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Our results indicate that all respondents emphasize that
the system pressurizes them in some ways by attempting to
impose a very narrow definition of “research excellence”
(Butler and Spoelstra 2012) which consists of publishing
as much as possible, if not exclusively, in top-ranked jour-
nals. Respondents show a very high degree of reflexivity by
questioning, sometimes very strictly, the functioning and bad
consequences—in particular from an ethical point of view—
of the publish or perish system in which they are embedded.
Indeed, no respondent appears to unproblematically accept
the system or is prepared to comply unquestionably with it.
As such, they all demonstrate an ability to reflect on the con-
straints imposed on them in the publication system as well as
their opportunities for action. This somewhat hopeful result
might be nuanced by considering that respondents evolve in
a French context in which academic managerialism has been
imposed quite recently, even brutally, meaning that most of
them, especially middle-aged and senior academics, have
spent part of their career in a different system.

Our results also reveal that most respondents consider that
they still have opportunities to carry out virtuous actions,
while having the impression that their room for maneuver is
shrinking over time due to the growing influence of the pub-
lish or perish regime. A couple of respondents consider their
behavior acratic, even if they did not use this Aristotelian
terminology during the interview. Most of them do not think
about themselves this way, however, at least not explicitly;
instead, they focus on what is within their power and in line
with their best judgment. In total, respondents describe six
non-mutually exclusive ways through which they act virtu-
ously within and beyond the publication system, namely by
‘taking the time to do quality work’, ‘developing a personal
vision’, ‘becoming an expert on a specific issue’, ‘developing
a parallel scientific activity’, ‘disseminating results beyond
the publication system’, and ‘being involved in a research
community’. This line of results leads to several reflections.

First, it is noticeable that most respondents ‘take for
granted’ the strengthening of the publish or perish system.
Indeed, they present the current dynamic as an ineluctable
‘fact’ that would be beyond their power to reverse because,
they believe, it is a systemic trend. Although this result
might lead to the drawing of pessimistic conclusions, we
believe that acting virtuously as most respondents do con-
stitutes a very precise way to sap the power of the publish or
perish system on a day-to-day basis. Following de Certeau
(1984), these small steps can be regarded as ‘tactics’ that
contribute—from both the inside and the outside of the pub-
lication system—to ‘opportunistically’ undermine and cause
the dominant system to evolve. Indeed, respondents describe
their behaviors as involving dynamics of giving, sharing,
cooperating, and supporting their peers, which can, in turn,
help the latter to do the same. These tactical behaviors can
also have a broader social utility beyond academia when,
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for instance, researchers ‘disseminate their work beyond the
publication system’ or develop ‘a parallel scientific activity’.
Of course, these behaviors will contribute to changing the
system if researchers act in virtuous ways, i.e. by focusing
on their power and their best judgment and by conducting
activities that go “beyond sectional interests, fashionable cli-
chés, and faddish pseudo-theories” and serve the “common
good” (Alvesson et al. 2017, p. 20). By doing these virtuous
actions on a daily basis, researchers can thus contribute to
undermining the system and making it evolve away from the
publish or perish logic.

Our results show that it is not only possible to conduct
these virtuous actions beyond the publication system but
also within it. This means that attempting to publish in top-
ranked journals is not necessarily a sign of absolute compli-
ance but can help in curbing the publish or perish system.
Publishing “quality work™ that includes “expertise” and “a
personal vision” in top-ranked journals contributes in itself
to fighting the publish or perish logic that promotes quantity
rather than quality (Butler and Spoelstra 2012; Clarke and
Knights 2015). Furthermore, our study shows how virtuous
actions can, in certain cases, be made possible and strength-
ened by the system itself. For instance, some respondents
described how academic requirements helped them to
“develop a personal vision”, “take the time to do quality
work”, or “become an expert in a certain field” by compel-
ling them to increase the originality, clarity, and usefulness
of their research work.

Therefore, by focusing on what is within their power and
in line with their best judgment, our results indicate that
researchers can find the courage—defined in the Aristotelian
sense as an intermediate disposition between recklessness
and cowardice (NE)—to contribute to the production of
socially relevant research and to opening it up to a broader
audience (Alvesson et al. 2017; Aslan 2017). They can find
the strength to reconcile, as Blondel (1893) indicated, what
they want to do—their “willing will”’—and what they do—
their “willed will”. All in all, this reading leads to a more
optimistic view by recognizing that researchers also contrib-
ute to causing the system to evolve away from the publish or
perish logic when being ‘wise’.

Nevertheless, it remains true that respondents share the
belief that it is beyond their power to fight against the sys-
tem itself. We join the efforts of Alvesson et al. (2017) by
calling on academics to consider that they have much more
power to act than they often think. In de Certeau’s (1984)
terms, this means that academics should realize that it is
within their power to act not only at a tactical level but also
at a more strategic level. In this way, Alvesson et al. (2017)
formulate suggestions by calling on academics to act both
at an individual level and at organizational and institutional
levels. For instance, they encourage academics to serve on
the editorial teams of journals in order to promote alternative
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publications, to join assessment panels for influencing jour-
nal rankings, or to assume managerial responsibilities at
school level. In addition to this participation in collective
deliberations, we would like to emphasize that acting stra-
tegically also consists of deliberating on how we serve a
broader socially relevant objective. We thus invite academ-
ics to consider the strategic moves that they could make in
order to change the system. This requires reflecting on which
broader socially relevant objectives one wants to contribute
to as a researcher. Thinking about how researchers can par-
ticipate in the common good could give them guidance in
their daily efforts to change the publish or perish system. In
the Aristotelian perspective, adopting such a common good
perspective can allow individuals to conduct research activi-
ties that meet societal needs while developing skills, mean-
ing, and virtues (Sison and Fontrodona 2012, 2013). This
perspective has the advantage of avoiding both an exces-
sive focus on individual interests as well as a domination
of community-based principles, thereby inviting researchers
to combine the pursuit of community good and the pursuit
of personal good (Frémeaux and Michelson 2017). By so
doing, researchers can limit the risk of being trapped in the
neo-liberal fantasy that “grips the individual, and makes
individualisation, competition and instrumentality seem
appealing and desirable as it offers freedom to the people”
(Bal and Doci 2018, p. 541). They can also avoid acting
virtuously only in order to bear the constraints imposed on
them, that is as “harmless safety valve[s]” which would be
necessary to temporarily escape the system but that would
not constitute a “meaningful challenge to power” (Fleming
2005, p. 47).

The optimistic perspective discussed in the paragraph
above should not prevent us, however, from pragmatically
reflecting on the actual negative consequences that the pub-
lish or perish regime currently generates. At a collective
level, and as already pointed out by previous contributions
(Alvesson et al. 2017), many respondents argue that the cur-
rent trend leads to a normalization of research activities that
erodes scientific diversity and scientific progress. At an indi-
vidual level, our study also confirms that academic manage-
rialism generates a large amount of personal insecurity and
other physical and psychological issues among researchers
(Clarke and Knights 2015; Vidaillet et al. 2018). They feel
increasingly pressurized by the growing demands, exces-
sive workloads, loss of meaning, and the promotion of indi-
vidualistic behaviors. Such situations, our study reveals, can
generate an awareness of acrasia, an awareness which may
be a very painful emotional experience and which can be
associated with alienation, and even, sometimes, with a loss
of self-esteem due to perceived lack of personal courage.
This might explain, at least partly, why very few respondents
reflect on their behaviors in such a way, although they all
participate to some extent in the publish or perish system

while simultaneously criticizing it. In all cases, performing
virtuous actions in such a context is also said to be at times
very exhausting and difficult.

Although all researchers describe at length how pressur-
izing the system is, our study confirms that there are notable
differences between senior and younger researchers in this
respect (Vidaillet et al. 2018). Senior researchers generally
appear to be less personally affected by the publish or perish
pressure than younger faculty members. Similarly, they have
fewer difficulties in identifying ways of acting virtuously,
notably beyond the publication game, than their younger
counterparts. Our study reveals that three main reasons can
explain this observation. First, although tenured positions
do not exist in French business schools, senior researchers’
status and relative lack of career perspectives can protect
them a little from the publish or perish pressure. Second,
some senior researchers realize that they will be exposed to
this system for a shorter time than their younger counter-
parts. In this respect, our study clearly shows that younger
researchers are very uncertain about their future ability to
cope with the pressure of the system and their ability of
becoming ethical researchers in an environment where, they
believe, room for maneuver is shrinking. Third, our study
also suggests that experience plays a central role in helping
researchers to determine what virtuous research activities
are and to strengthen their willingness to dedicate them-
selves to them. This result thus directly echoes the Aristote-
lian idea that individuals develop a virtuous ethos (habit) of
deliberation, judgment, and execution over time by repeat-
ing virtuous actions (Beabout 2012; Sison et al. 2012). The
role of experience in identifying the true will also illustrates
Ricoeur’s analysis (1992), which is part of the continuity of
the Aristotelian perspective: practical wisdom is the result
of a narrative unity, by which prudent people, by continuous
self-correction throughout their lives, rectify their choices
and, thereby, learn to act in accordance with their sense of
virtue. Over time, some researchers may be able to discern
between apparent desires and virtuous actions and refocus
on research activities that correspond with the latter. This
therefore leads to the conclusion that senior researchers have
a significant responsibility to assist their younger researchers
in their deliberation about what is within their power and in
line with their best judgment. Our study shows that some
senior researchers do indeed fully undertake their responsi-
bilities by mentoring younger colleagues, leading research
communities, or acting as role models. Nevertheless, their
relatively privileged position also means that they have a
particular responsibility, by acting more strategically to bend
the rules of the publish or perish regime, by occupying man-
agerial positions in schools, or by serving on editorial boards
and assessment panels for instance.

Finally, our study opens research avenues for studying
how academics deliberate about what is within their power
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and in line with their best judgment in contexts in which
the publish or perish system is less influential—such as in
public universities in France and notably in their schools of
management (IAE)—or on the contrary, in the US or UK
business schools, where the publish or perish regime is long-
standing and more developed. Further studies could analyze
the similarities and differences in both contexts on the ways
researchers focus on activities that are within their power
and in line with their judgment.

Conclusion

In conclusion, we would like to emphasize that this study
is not only an investigation of how researchers deliberate
about how they can act virtuously in the publish or perish
regime but also constitutes a means for us, as researchers,
to work on ourselves (Ricoeur 1992), raising questions such
as “Who am I as a researcher?”; “What is the meaning of
performing research?”; and “Which research projects do I
really want to work on?” Indeed, we started this research
project after many informal discussions between ourselves
that convinced us that the analysis of academics’ experiences
constitutes a virtuous means to reflect on our own experience
as researchers and might help readers to reflect in turn on
their experience. By doing this, we sincerely hope to con-
tribute to the gradual undermining of the publish or perish
regime by inspiring readers to focus on activities that are
within their power and in line with their best judgment—in
other words, to act as wise researchers.
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