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In his recent essay “Confronting the Crisis of Confidence in Management Studies”, Harley (2019) provides a compelling description of disgruntled management academics and a field facing considerable challenge along several dimensions. It is a description that rings true for me and certainly echoes the specific concerns and general unhappiness that can commonly be heard from scholars at all career stages and from all parts of the academy. While I think that this sort of unhappiness has been a feature of our field for a long time, I also think his observation that it seems to be worsening, while difficult to substantiate, is at least intuitively appealing. And, even if the situation is not worsening, it is still not a happy time in the academy and Professor Harley is doing the field an important service when he argues that scholars should be looking for solutions to this unfortunate state of affairs.
So, what is to be done? Professor Harley provides three suggestions for actions that he believes management academics could take to improve the situation: reject the fiction that what we do is analogous to laboratory science; reject the myth of the “workaholic publishing machine”; and stop promoting flawed approaches to assessing academic success. In making these proposals, Professor Harley helpfully moves the conversation beyond diagnosing the problem and challenges us to think about positive steps we could take to change things. I believe his contribution deserves careful consideration and discussion, both because the problem is an important one and because his suggestions are original and constructive. 
The first suggestion – that we reject the fiction that what we do is analogous to laboratory science – is one that I fully support. As someone who works at a science and technology university, I couldn’t agree more with his arguments. From my experience, even scientists and engineers don’t accept the stylized view of natural science that some social scientists seem to have accepted and the sooner we abandon this fiction the better.
To me, it is obvious organizations are social constructions, and the idea they can be studied through the adoption of an idealized version of natural science is unhelpful and sets us up to fail. The sooner we move beyond this and accept the nature of our subject matter, and the limits of what we can hope to achieve as management scholars (i.e., explanations not causal laws), the better. At the same time, I also think we have made considerable progress in abandoning this fiction during the time I have been involved in the field, and I am quite optimistic this trend will continue. 
The second two suggestions are more problematic. While they may seem to be reasonable and practical on first reading, I think they each have problems that make them at least impractical as currently framed, and perhaps even unhelpful. In particular, they fail to take into account aspects of the nature of academic research and the challenges of managing academic organizations. I will discuss each of these in turn and then summarize some thoughts on an alternative way forward.
Reject the “Workaholic Publishing Machine”
The second recommendation that Harley (2019) makes is that we reject the myth of the “workaholic publishing machine” as the exemplar of a successful management scholar. While I can see the attraction of this as a proposal (and think it is very useful for generating discussion), I think it ignores two realities of the academic system more broadly. The first is that publishing is an extreme “winner-takes-all” system (Frank & Cook, 2010). A winner-takes-all system is one where something or someone that is only a little better receives a disproportionate amount of the benefits available (for example, something that is 1% better gets 90% of the benefits). In publishing, there are no benefits at all for almost getting something published in a top journal, and the benefits of publishing in lower status journals decline rapidly. Academic publishing is a winner-takes-all-system par excellence, and this fact shapes a lot of good and bad academic behavior.
Most importantly, this characteristic means there are few winners and many losers, and the benefits to extreme work behavior are high[footnoteRef:1]. This is not a myth; it is the nature of the system. And while there is some randomness in the publishing system, and while there is no guarantee that working hard will result in publications in good journals, it is a necessary pre-condition of publishing in top journals. The result is that there are huge benefits to extreme effort and those benefits are received by a tiny minority of management academics. Academic publishing, like professional sports and the music business, is a world of a few highly visible “stars” whose extreme efforts are linked to their success and whose visibility makes their examples powerful and their high status ensures many seek to emulate their success while the system ensures only a few can. And, as Professor Harley points out, while this is functional at a system level, it is not functional at the level of an individual academic career as there are many more “unhappy losers” than “happy winners”. [1:  The fact that the publishing system is a winner-takes-all system also means that the rewards for unethical behavior are also high; a fact which deserves more attention.] 

To make matters even worse, this effect is multiplied by the Matthew Effect of accumulated advantage (Merton, 1968). The Matthew Effect is nicely summarized in the adage “the rich get richer and the poor get poorer”. In the academic world, this refers to the myriad of mechanisms whereby well-known academics receive advantages that make them even better known. So, for example, new work by well-known academics receives more attention than similar work by those that are unknown, well-published academics have access to more resources (they end up at highly resourced institutions, receive more grants, etc.), and they are included in workshops, symposia, etc. from which their less exulted peers are excluded. The Matthew Effect magnifies the effect of the winner-takes-all system, resulting in even more dramatic diversion of career results despite only limited initial differences in ability and effort.
This has two important implications. First, the resulting status distribution is an explanation for at least a significant part of the unhappiness that characterizes our field and it won’t be solved by simply “rejecting the myth of the workaholic publishing machine”. Status is a zero-sum game and the extreme concentration of status in a few individuals and a few universities necessarily leads to lower status for most members of the profession and most institutions. The extremely skewed status distribution is a characteristic of academic work generally and a constant across the entire academic system. Every academic field is mostly populated by unhappy losers in the publishing status struggle and, I expect, there is simply no way to solve this without radically restructuring the publishing system.
Second, as a direct result of the dynamics of the status struggle in academic systems, overwork and an extreme lack of work-life balance will necessarily be characteristics of high-status academics unless radical steps are taken to support alternatives. While I think this is unfortunate both due to the effects on many individuals’ quality of life and the barriers this poses to diversity in academe, simply rejecting the myth of the “workaholic publishing machine” will have little effect when the system rewards exactly those behaviors. With the current system, the status contest around publishing will drive extreme work behaviors and lead to many unhappy losers in the status contest.
At the same time, Professor Harley’s suggestion does raise an important question about what expectations we should be setting for our students and junior colleagues. If publishing in top journals is rare, then are we are creating unnecessary and unhelpful stress and unhappiness by setting this up as the goal? On the other hand, do we want to discourage our students and junior colleagues from this pursuit? And, what does admitting that most academics and most institutions will be unsuccessful mean for the stakeholders who support our research activity? If publishing in top journals and maximizing research impact is not the goal of what we are doing as academics, then what is? While I don’t have a simple answer to these questions, Professor Harley’s essay does a great job of raising questions that deserve much more discussion in our business schools and in the academy more generally.
Assessing Academic Success
While the nature of the publishing system is one issue that requires us to rethink Professor Harley’s proposals, I think the most significant difficulties are found in his points regarding assessing academic success and, in particular, with the assessment of academic contribution. In particular, as a former dean I think he falls into three common traps that too often prevent a constructive discussion on this topic.
First, there is a tendency to set up a “strawman” conceptualization of the system of evaluation of academic performance as it currently occurs. In my experience, the deans and senior academics involved in the evaluation of performance take it incredibly seriously and the systems in place at the business schools where I have been a faculty member were carefully thought out and worked reasonably well. It is, necessarily, a difficult and conflict-ridden process, but I have never seen a process that was simply mechanical, relying on lists and some sort of formula. To suggest deans and administrators (and presumably senior academics involved in the process) are not using using “their skill and intelligence when judging performance” is, in my experience, to do them a disservice. It is also to ignore the role of multiple committee members, external letters, and the various other mechanisms that have been developed by business schools to make sure that a broad view is taken in evaluating performance. We must take great care when discussing this to take a balanced view of what is a complicated and challenging process.
Second, there is an increasingly strongly held belief among some faculty that any use of journal lists or citations is wrong. It is almost as if citation counts and impact factors have no meaning or are inversely related to quality. But to do so is a version of the fallacy of “denying the antecedent”. That is, the fallacy of believing that if something is bad, then its absence is good. In this case, just because an overreliance on journal lists is bad, doesn’t mean the complete absence of journal lists is good. In fact, journal lists and impact factors are an indicator of academic success. The fact three reviewers and an editor at a good journal have recommended publication of an article does mean something about quality; similarly, the fact a paper is cited does mean something about its academic contribution. It does not mean, of course, these are the only indicators or even the most important ones. They are not, obviously, the entire story; but they do say something and are an important tool in the toolkit of performance evaluation.
Finally, as a former dean, I find it frustrating that the discussions about the evaluation of academic performance fail to recognize the role of faculty demands for transparency and the formalization of academic performance processes and evaluation criteria in the current situation. The discussions I have seen suggest that deans and administrators use journal lists and citation counts out of laziness or convenience. This is not the motivation at all. The main driver of formalization and the use of lists and counts lies in the demands of faculty for clear guidance on what is required for tenure and promotion. The answer “we will use our judgement” or, even worse, “the Dean or department head will read your papers and decide” is simply not acceptable to faculty, and nor should it be. Faculty want lists of acceptable journals, numbers of publications in those lists required, as well as citation counts for promotion and tenure decisions. I have spent considerable time trying to argue with faculty that it is about broader judgements of quality but to no avail. If you are a junior faculty member you crave certainty, and lists and counts provide it. The demands for formalization and transparency are therefore coming largely from below, not being imposed from above, and any solution to the problem of evaluating faculty performance needs to reflect that.
My proposal, then, is simple. While we shouldn’t base the evaluation of academic contribution solely on quantitative measures like citations and journal rankings, these need to play a part. In addition, and in line with Professor Harley’s discussion, committees that evaluate performance need to look at the whole activity of a scholar and include other appropriate measures of output and impact like leadership in scholarly journals and organizations or the training of doctoral students. While academic impact is one way that academics can be successful, there are many others. At the same time, the high status associated with high impact publications and citations is not misplaced and should not change. There are many ways to have a successful and rewarding academic career, but there are relatively few ways to have academic impact. And, while measuring it in business schools may be uncomfortable at times, it is necessary and fair that we do. 
Conclusions: Success for whom?
So, what is academic success and how should we measure it? This is the key question that underpins much of the crisis in our field and that is facing every business school. Professor Harley asks us to reflect on this question and to come up with better answers than those currently circulating in the academy. The very nature of the activity of academic publishing means that a few academics will dominate the top journals and that status will be concentrated in those few. So how do we reward those individuals and recognize their achievements while being realistic about the vast majority of academics who will not be the stars of our business? The discussions of these questions are emotive and difficult, and there seems to be no really satisfactory answer. At the same time, these are questions that we need to answer to ensure the long-term health of our field and the happiness of the many who will not publish regularly in top journals.
[bookmark: _GoBack]It is also important to address how we legitimate our measures of “academic success” with the various stakeholders who fund and otherwise support our research activity. While satisfaction with one’s academic life is obviously important, we also need objective measures of the impact of academic activity on the field or the broader context to legitimate our claims of contributing to society. While the resources that pay the high salaries in business schools, and the highly resourced environments enjoyed by many management academics, may come largely from teaching, business school faculty only teach a small proportion of their time and large amounts of time are freed up for research. If no quality publications are produced or academic impact created, how do we explain the low teaching loads of many business school academics to the stakeholders footing the bill? Even more, what is the explanation of study leaves or sabbaticals if the goal is not to produce academic work? While academic quality of life is important, academic work has a purpose, and while there may be many kinds of academic success, it can’t be true that every academic career is equally successful. Any answer to the question of what academic performance is needs to include a clear response to the stakeholders who support management research and satisfy their expectations that we are producing valuable new knowledge. It needn’t, of course, be publication in prestigious journals, but then we need a very good argument for whatever answer we choose.
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