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Abstract
Academic freedom is critical for the sound production and dissemination of new 
knowledge. However, the growing emphasis that research funders have placed on the 
societal impact of research has concerned some scholars, particularly with regard to 
its potential impact on their academic freedom. These concerns can be about pres-
sures to research with immediate applications, scientific impartiality and reduced 
investment into fundamental research. However, we argue that these concerns can 
also relate to the ever-growing pressure to publish, experienced by most academ-
ics (the so-called ‘publish or perish’ culture). Understanding the dynamic between 
academic freedom and the impact agenda would be incomplete, we argue, without 
accounting for the effects of the publish or perish culture in academia. For this pur-
pose, we first investigated the justification for academic freedom and the function 
it is supposed to perform. Our analysis then examined the relationship between 
academic freedom and the impact agenda on the fundamental level with a focus on 
societal impact, knowledge mobilization, and accountability in using public funds. 
Finally, this discussion paper highlighted the effects of the publish or perish cul-
ture in academia as they contradict the shared values of academic freedom and the 
impact agenda. Ultimately, these effects pose a serious threat to academic freedom 
by questioning its underlying justification and function. We conclude that address-
ing the effects of the publish or perish culture has more urgency and significance for 
academics in order to protect academic freedom.
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Introduction

In recent years, higher education and research funding systems around the world 
have increasingly promoted the impact agenda (Williams and Grant 2018; Sutton 
2020). As a set of policies, the impact agenda refers to the heightened expecta-
tions of academia’s contributions to society through the generation of more relevant 
knowledge to address contemporary challenges or concerns (Bandola-Gill 2019). 
In this sense, the concept of research impact differs from the traditional meaning 
of academic impact and instead refers to societal changes that are attributable to 
research projects. Most famously, The Higher Education Funding Council for Eng-
land (HEFCE) defined research impact as "an effect on, change or benefit to the 
economy, society, culture, public policy or services, health, the environment or 
quality of life, beyond academia" (Higher Education Funding Council for England 
2011). In this sense, the impact agenda highlights accountability and transparency 
as principles in doing research and using public resources (Davies et al. 2005; Pet-
tigrew 2011; Creutzfeldt et  al. 2019; Mahony and Weiner 2019; Watermeyer and 
Chubb 2019).

Based on these principles, many research funding systems have begun developing 
performance assessment structures that seek to define and assess societal impact. 
For instance, the Research Excellence Framework (REF) in the United Kingdom 
gauged the relevance of academic output to societal needs and priorities when 
examining their academic quality (often referred to as excellence). Similar research 
impact assessment systems have been adopted in Australia, the Netherlands, and 
New Zealand (MacGregor et al. 2020). By assessing research impact alongside more 
traditional research excellence factors such as a publication outlet’s Impact Factor, 
these evaluation frameworks push the impact agenda further into academic commu-
nities (Smith et al. 2011; Mitchell 2019).

Considering these frameworks’ influence on the performance evaluation of 
researchers and universities, they have been targeted with criticism and concern 
due to their potential effects on academic freedom (Martin 2011; Smith et al. 2011; 
McGettigan 2013; Bandola-Gill 2019; Johnson and Orr 2020). Academic freedom 
refers to the independence of academics to carry out academic work (research, teach-
ing, and service) without external pressures and interference (Robinson and Moulton 
2001; Poff 2012). Some academics worry that accountability measures under the 
new evaluation frameworks assessing the societal impact of their research could lead 
to increased managerialism and curbs on their freedom and professional autonomy 
(Deem et al. 2007; Anderson 2008; Shore 2008). More specifically, academics have 
raised concerns about the impact agenda’s effect on a researcher’s autonomy in set-
ting research agendas, funding for fundamental research, the narrow definitions and 
metrics for societal impact, and potential adverse impacts on academic quality (or 
research excellence) (Pettigrew 2011; Watermeyer 2016; Machen 2019).

Although the concerns about ensuring that an increasing emphasis on societal 
impact does not compromise academic freedom are well-founded, we argue that an 
assessment of the influence of the impact agenda on academic freedom may require 
a more nuanced analysis than has been undertaken to date. More specifically, we 



SN Soc Sci (2022) 2:163 Page 3 of 13 163

make the case that an analysis of these dynamics is incomplete without considera-
tion of the effects of a third phenomenon: academia’s ‘publish or perish’ culture. 
Publish or perish culture refers to the pressures on academics to produce increas-
ing numbers of academic outputs (e.g., peer-reviewed articles) in order to maintain 
or advance their academic standing (van Dalen and Henkens 2012; Moosa 2018). 
Past research has demonstrated the negative effects of this culture on scholarly work 
(Fanelli 2010; van Dalen and Henkens 2012) and on knowledge mobilization or 
community-engaged research, which are essential to benefiting society from invest-
ing in research (Hall et al. 2016).

Given the significance of academic freedom and the rapid rise in prominence of 
the impact agenda over the past decade, a more fundamental analysis of the intersec-
tion of academic freedom, the impact agenda, and publish or perish culture is nec-
essary to understand the driving forces in higher education, and ultimately protect 
academic freedom. Our analytic framing, which posits that publish or perish culture 
is a powerful mediator of the relationship between the pursuit of research impact 
in line with principles of academic freedom, remains underexamined in current lit-
erature on these issues. This paper offers an initial theoretical contribution toward 
understanding this dynamic, which we hope will stimulate further debate and analy-
sis among research and educational policy communities. To do so, we explore the 
following questions: What is the relationship between academic freedom, the impact 
agenda, and publish or perish culture? And how can academic freedom be protected 
concerning these significant forces? For this purpose, we first examine the nature 
and purpose of academic freedom and why it has been given to academics. Then 
our analysis considers its relationship with the impact agenda and how in theory, 
they are aligned in their values to benefit the society and demonstrate accountability. 
The final section of the present paper discusses the three effects of the publish or 
perish culture that contradict the shared values of the impact agenda and academic 
freedom.

Uncovering the dynamics between three contentious concepts

The utilitarian case for academic freedom

Understanding the principal purpose of academic freedom is an essential starting 
point for assessing its relationship to research impact and the impact agenda. To this 
end, Fish (2014) asks the following illustrative questions:

How does one justify academic freedom? Why should members of a particular 
profession be granted latitudes and exemptions not enjoyed by other citizens?... 
Why should college and university professors be free to choose the direction of 
their research while researchers who work for industry and government must 
go down the paths mandated by their employers? (p. 1)

The answer to these questions may lie in framings of academic freedom’s func-
tion. Some past research has argued that academic freedom has a utilitarian function 
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(Weidner 2003). This essentially means that it is critical to ensure academic freedom 
in academia because of the contributions that publicly funded research can make to 
advancing or preventing harm to society (Horn 1999; Abdel-Motaal 2002; McGuin-
ness 2002; Rochford 2003; Karran 2009; Matei and Iwinska 2018).

Although, when explaining academic freedom, the reference to this function is 
often implicit (Teichler 2015), the “external justification” (Fish 2014) or "academic 
freedom is necessary for democracy" thesis (Fish 2014, p. 48) is widely accepted 
among academics. For instance, statements of academic freedom, either from uni-
versities or scientific associations, attest to the utilitarian nature of academic free-
dom. The Canadian Association of University Teachers (2018), for example, has 
explicitly used this justification for academic freedom at the very beginning of their 
statement:

The institution [universities and colleges] serves the common good of society, 
through searching for, and disseminating, knowledge, and understanding and 
through fostering independent thinking and expression in academic staff and 
students. These ends cannot be achieved without academic freedom. All aca-
demic staff members have the right to academic freedom. (para. 1)

The external justification for academic freedom also means that, for academia to 
preserve its freedom, it has to be conscious of its social significance (Bernal 1938; 
Sawer 1987) and be responsive to societal challenges (Ayres 2014; Appiagyei-Atua 
et al. 2015). This bilateral relationship is seen as a social contract between academia 
and the general public in which academia provides "widely diffused benefits to 
society and the economy in return for allowing an unusual degree of intellectual 
autonomy and internal self-governance to the recipients of federal support" (Brooks 
1990).

Academic freedom and the impact agenda

On the theoretical level, the impact agenda’s emphasis on research relevance and 
public accountability appears consistent with the external justification of academic 
freedom and its utilitarian function. First, the emphasis on the societal relevance 
of research activities means that academia needs to be more attentive to the needs 
and priorities of the communities that provide the research funding. Secondly, the 
increased request for accountability would encourage academia to improve its capa-
bility to deal with instances of misconduct and better demonstrate self-governance. 
This section discusses these two points in more detail.

The impact agenda underscores the significance of research to societal needs in 
multiple ways. One way is through research-funding organizations as they frame the 
creation of socioeconomic impact as a formal responsibility of academia. They then 
subsequently ask for evidence of fulfilling this responsibility. These reframings hap-
pen mainly by introducing funding requirements and including impact in assessment 
measures (e.g., the UK’s Research Excellence Framework). These are important as 
they suggest the increased importance of research relevance and societal impact in 
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the performance assessments of researchers and research groups alongside other tra-
ditional measures such as novelty.

The emphasis on the societal relevance of research also happens by requiring 
researchers to include and execute knowledge mobilization plans in research pro-
jects. Knowledge mobilization is the process of increasing reciprocal connection 
and flow of knowledge between researchers and knowledge users with the ulti-
mate goal of creating societal impacts (Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council 2019). This covers a wide range of possible activities, from the inclusion 
of anticipated knowledge users in the design of the research itself, to broadening 
the forms and spaces for sharing research findings as they are identified. Past lit-
erature has described the socioeconomic impact of research as the goal, and knowl-
edge mobilization as the process for achieving it (Phipps et  al. 2016). By making 
knowledge mobilization activities a necessary part of academic work, the impact 
agenda emphasizes the importance of societal benefits from knowledge generated 
via research.

Another way that the impact agenda finds a compatible dynamic with academic 
freedom is the demand to enhance societal and fiscal accountability. This account-
ability is necessary to the public who invest in the academic activities, or to people 
who may put the research and its evidence into use (Dobrow et al. 2017). First, the 
impact agenda advocates forming partnerships and then giving active roles to those 
partners. This is especially warranted at the initial stages of research design in order 
to create impact (Phipps et al. 2016). Accordingly, forming partnerships increases 
societal accountability by making research questions more relevant to local needs 
and priorities. Moreover, it ensures that the knowledge produced is fully mobilized 
into policy or practice through the most suitable formats (e.g., workshops, policy 
briefs). This helps the partners to use the knowledge effectively. Actively engag-
ing in the research process also strengthens the commitment of partners to use the 
research results (Abma et al. 2017).

Forming partnerships and including non-academic stakeholders in the research 
process also enhances fiscal accountability by increasing the transparency in aca-
demic work (Campbell 2010; Klenk and Wyatt 2015). Even though non-academic 
stakeholders’ participation in research projects can concern some academics regard-
ing the disinterestedness and impartiality of science (Jasanoff 1987), having an 
active voice in co-designing and co-managing the projects allows the non-academic 
partners to share authority. Their engagement ultimately increases transparency in 
the way that academia functions (Newton and Scott-Findlay 2007; Lozhkina 2019).

Professional autonomy and its functions

Intellectual or professional autonomy is a concept that is often used interchange-
ably with academic freedom (Matei and Iwinska 2018), but it constitutes another 
dimension of academic freedom (Brooks 1990; Guston 2020). More than anything, 
it highlights the public’s confidence and trust in academia’s capability to govern 
itself efficiently (Barnes 2020). Professional autonomy is the ability to set the uni-
versity missions, hire staff, allocate funding to research fields, and address scientific 
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misconduct—ideally in a collegial format (Ashby 1966; Moodie 1996; Horn 1999; 
Trowler 2001; Marginson 2002; Horwitz 2004; Dill 2020). Professional autonomy 
is significant for academic freedom because it could address the two important chal-
lenges of the utilitarian function of academic freedom and the impact agenda.

The first concern about the utilitarian function of academic freedom is that over-
emphasizing applied research for solving societal challenges could put ‘pure’ or 
fundamental research in a disadvantaged position (Chubb 2017). Harm can be done 
in the form of reducing funds available for fundamental research and decreasing 
researchers’ willingness to engage in fields or sub-fields without immediate appli-
cations (Oancea 2013). Fundamental research is necessary for the progression of 
scientific knowledge, as many scientific breakthroughs build upon them (Holt Gary 
et al. 2016). For instance, even though new molecular technologies such as CRISPR-
Cas have come to be known as scientific breakthroughs, the basic research that 
underpins them is typically overlooked or under-valued (Ronai and Griffiths 2019).

If pushing toward more applied (or use-oriented) research translates into the 
reduction of funding for fundamental research, then academic freedom is chal-
lenged. This is due to the idea that researchers will not have the autonomy to fol-
low their professional insights and investigate issues that could pave the way for 
future breakthroughs. Eventually, this limitation could lead academia to struggle to 
uphold its end of the social contract because the production of new knowledge is not 
sustained.

The second major concern relates to the interests of different groups. If the func-
tion of academic freedom is to ultimately benefit society, who is in the position to 
determine what that benefit should look like? For instance, if the notion of ‘impact’ 
is interpreted narrowly (e.g., as economic or commercial benefits) in assessment 
frameworks, many disciplines in the Humanities and Social Sciences could struggle 
to demonstrate their contribution. This was the case when impact was being initially 
defined for the Research Excellence Framework (REF) in the UK (Chubb and Reed 
2017). Due to such concerns, more than 17,000 scholars signed a petition demand-
ing that the UK government drop the proposal of an ‘economic and social impact’ 
assessment within the REF (Looseley 2011). Moreover, it is important to note that 
society’s interests and those of governments distributing funds for research are not 
always aligned. For example, in dictatorships or totalitarian regimes, political agen-
das could use the utilitarian justification to control the research topics, censor new 
understandings, or misuse scientific evidence to justify their political positions and 
thus curb academic freedom. The outcome of such a situation is not only the col-
lapse of academic freedom but also the eventual surrendering of society’s freedom 
(Polanyi, as cited in Hartl 2012).

These potential hazards exist, and actual instances have happened to differ-
ent degrees in some countries (Ayres 2014; Guston 2020). However, professional 
autonomy in academia could be critical to preserving academic freedom. Academia, 
through its collegial system of governance, has the potential to determine collec-
tively agreed responses to these hazards and uphold academic values and standards. 
For example, in the case of the Research Excellence Framework in the UK, ulti-
mately, impact was given a more comprehensive definition to be consistent with the 
nature of contributions in different disciplines. The change happened in response 
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to the academic community addressing the instrumental and economic definitions 
within earlier policy discussions, such as in the Warry report (Dunlop 2018).

Challenges of the publish or perish culture

To this point, we have explored the theoretical dynamic between academic freedom 
with the impact agenda. However, understanding the concerns for academic freedom 
will be limited unless we consider another major force affecting the relationship 
between academia and broader society. Within the utilitarian justification of aca-
demic freedom, the publish or perish culture works against two major promises of 
academic freedom: benefiting society with new knowledge and demonstrating aca-
demia’s ability to self-govern. Benefiting society with publicly funded research and 
increasing accountability were also the two main objectives of the impact agenda, 
as noted above. In this section, our analysis explores how the publish or perish cul-
ture in higher education introduces three main challenges to the realization of these 
shared goals by: narrowing the scope scholarly work, restricting knowledge mobili-
zation activities, and pushing researchers to commit academic misconduct.

Narrowing the scope of scholarly work

Academics are expected to perform three primary functions: teaching, conducting 
research, and performing service (Moosa 2018). However, the rise of the publish 
or perish culture has meant that scholars in many universities are under increasing 
pressure to regularly publish in high-ranking peer-reviewed journals in order to dem-
onstrate their productivity and to secure tenure and promotion (Miller Alan et  al. 
2011; Hammersley 2014; Doyle and Cuthill 2015; Baron and Russell-Bennett 2016; 
Grančay et al. 2017; Morrish 2020). This pressure frequently comes at the expense 
of performing other kinds of academic duties, such as mentoring graduate students 
or teaching undergraduate courses (van Dalen and Henkens 2012; Wadesango 2014; 
Moosa 2018). Cole (2000) has referred to this as a dilemma in Education depart-
ments, where academics face a choice between committing to their professional 
community, which values "teaching excellence, service to the professional commu-
nity, and ties with the public and professional sector" (p. 38), and accepting univer-
sity norms, "which emphasize scholarship (narrowly defined), research funding, and 
academic prestige" (p. 38). Even though these two are not entirely exclusive, teacher 
educators must still "serve two masters" (Reynolds 1995) to survive in academia.

Other than devaluing the non-research aspects of academic work, publish or 
perish culture is also adversely influencing research work itself, which could hurt 
the sustainable production of knowledge in the long term. For instance, it can 
force researchers to choose particular topics of focus to increase the chances of 
publishing their findings and accelerating the peer-review process. In this pro-
cess, many theoretical, critical, and novel research topics may be ignored in favor 
of conventional trendy topics or the ones likely to produce publishable outputs 
in a short time (De Rond and Miller 2005; Slater 2012; Lee 2014; Moustafa 
2015). In one notable example, Foster et al.’s (2015) comparative study of ‘risky 
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innovation’ and ‘productive tradition’ in chemistry and biomedicine concluded 
that over 60 percent of published papers eschewed innovation to answer estab-
lished questions and build on tradition. They concluded that "an innovative pub-
lication is more likely to achieve high impact than a conservative one, but the 
additional reward does not compensate for the risk of failing to publish" (p. 875).

Restricting knowledge mobilization

Knowledge mobilization is another aspect of contemporary scholarly work and 
the contractual nature of academic freedom that is impacted by the publish or 
perish culture. The Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council in Canada 
points out that:

Knowledge mobilization is about ensuring that all citizens benefit from pub-
licly funded research. It can take many forms, but the essential objective is to 
allow research knowledge to flow both within the academic world and between 
academic researchers and the wider community. By moving research knowl-
edge into society, knowledge mobilization increases its intellectual, economic, 
social, and cultural impact (SSHRC, as cited in Cooper et al. 2018)

For research to contribute to any change in society, it needs to reach and be 
accessible to change agents in society, such as policymakers and practition-
ers. In this regard, Phipps et  al. (2016) describe two further stages of mobiliz-
ing knowledge after research dissemination (commonly understood as publish-
ing in scientific journals and presenting in academic conferences). Based on this 
model, research has to pass through an uptake stage, in which a change agent 
obtains research evidence, and the implementation stage, where research evi-
dence improves or affects the current policies or services. Therefore, it is essen-
tial for researchers to actively participate in the uptake and implementation stages 
of mobilizing research evidence to achieve impact.

Considering these functions, knowledge mobilization makes significant contribu-
tions to societal impact by narrowing the gap between universities and change agents 
in society (Lavis 2006). Therefore, institutional support in the form of funding and 
incentives is needed to maximize researchers’ involvement in knowledge mobiliza-
tion (Cooper et al. 2018; Bayley and Phipps 2019). However, under the influences 
of the publish or perish culture, universities and research organizations tend to place 
excessive importance on the productivity of researchers (interpreted solely as aca-
demic output) rather than on supporting knowledge mobilization to achieve broader 
impact (Sá et al. 2011). In fact, peer-reviewed papers are described as the "currency" 
of academia for obtaining research funds or promotions (Hering 2016). When the 
rewards structure in academia places this amount of importance on the quantita-
tive recording of publications, it neglects the importance of knowledge mobilization 
activities, which are necessary for mobilizing the research evidence into policy or 
practice. In this context, knowledge mobilization becomes an unnecessary function 
done on top of everything else (Levin 2008).
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Increasing academic misconduct

Academia’s privileges of professional autonomy and academic freedom are based on 
the assumption of its ability to self-regulate (Lee 2012). Gerber (2001) explains that 
researchers “…need affirmative authority to shape the environment in which they 
carry out their responsibilities” (p. 23). Hence, governance in academia should be 
based on academic values, not on external or vocational pressures, when deciding 
on matters such as funding, tenure, promotion, and performance evaluation. In this 
way, the privilege to self-regulate reflects the general public’s belief in the ability 
and willingness of the academic community to regulate the behavior of its members 
(Braxton and Bayer 1994; Barnes 2020).

Despite such trust in the ability of academics for self-regulation, Fang et  al.’s 
(2012) study on research misconduct reported a tenfold increase in the percentage 
of scientific papers retracted because of misconducts since 1975. Such questionable 
research practices include falsification, fabrication, salami-slicing (i.e., breaking a 
single study into multiple publications), citation stacking (i.e., forcing or making 
inappropriate citations), and biased reporting (Tijdink et al. 2014). One major reason 
for this growing tendency toward academic misconduct is the pressure to increase 
output and accelerate the publication process (Errami and Garner 2008; Elliott 
2013; Moosa 2018). As such, various forms of academic misconduct, whether due 
to intentional or unintentional errors on the authors’ part, may “…be justified by the 
prestige and recognition gained by increasing the number of publications attributed 
to the author, as well as to secure patents, research grants, or funding” (de Assisa 
et al. 2019). Therefore, with increased pressure of the publish or perish culture, the 
value and importance of getting papers published can outmatch the reliability and 
societal relevance of its results (Fanelli 2010; Moustafa 2015).

The above discussions delineate the challenges that the publish or perish culture 
poses to the ability of academics to self-govern. Consequently, it also reflects the 
challenges to academic freedom, as self-regulation is an essential aspect of it. This 
challenge becomes even more daunting if universities attempt to avoid addressing 
the incidents rigorously in fear of repercussions, such as embarrassment or loss of 
funding (Shamoo and Resnik 2009).

Conclusion

This paper analyzed the relationship between academic freedom, the impact agenda, 
and the publish or perish culture in academia. Its end goal was to provide a more 
complete picture by looking at the driving forces in academia that collectively influ-
ence academic freedom but seldom are examined together. For this purpose, our 
analysis discussed the chief reason academic freedom exists and its serving func-
tion. Then, it highlighted the impact agenda’s emphasis on research relevance and 
accountability and examined how they suitably fit with academic freedom’s values 
of benefiting society with new research and professional autonomy. The last sec-
tion argued that the publish or perish culture works against these shared values by 
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limiting scholarly work, restricting knowledge mobilization and increasing academic 
misconduct.

Based on these discussions, it is evident that addressing the interfering effects 
of the publish or perish culture is a more urgent and significant matter if academic 
work is to be characterized by freedom and societal impact. This culture’s barriers 
to academic work, such as restricting knowledge mobilization, pose more crucial 
problems to academic freedom and professional autonomy as they undermine the 
underlying external justification for having them. The three highlighted effects of 
this culture can act as the starting points to improve academic work and contribute 
to the sustainability of academic freedom. These arguments invite further reflection 
on balancing the career value of academic outputs (such as revising performance 
metrics) and encouraging the greater engagement of researchers in KMb (such as 
increasing universities’ support).

As the arguments of this paper do not go beyond theoretical analyses, fur-
ther research is needed to deepen our understanding of how to best translate these 
insights into policies and actions. Above all, studies are needed to explore the appro-
priate balance of research productivity and research impact. This should give spe-
cific consideration to factors such as the funding source, field of study, research 
environment, and the academic seniority of researchers. Empirical studies could 
also illuminate the correlation between research productivity, academic misconduct, 
research quality, and achievement of societal impacts. Finally, ethnographic inves-
tigations could demonstrate the experiences of successful researchers in achieving 
societal impact with their research projects. For instance, if they have confronted 
threatening challenges to their academic freedom in creating societal impact.
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