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Academics often judge themselves and are judged by others according to the status of the
journals in which they publish. Little is known about whether individual scholars would
choose to publish a paper in a high-status journal if it would garner similar or lower levels
of scholarly impact than a paper published in a lower-status journal. Drawing upon status
theory, we explore whether and how much business school academics are willing to ‘pay’,
as captured by a hypothetical level of ‘forfeited’ citations, to publish in high-status 4*
journals rather than leading specialized 4-rated journals. Using choice-set design and
survey data from UK business and management scholars, we suggest and empirically
demonstrate that the willingness to forgo citations to publish in 4* journals is strongest
among academics who have already published in 4* and/or 4-rated journals. Contrary to
our expectations, we find that an individual’s existing scholarly impact, as captured by
prior citations, has no effect on this preference. We also show that academics working
in high-ranked institutions would give up more citations for 4* journal publication than
those working at lower-ranked institutions. We explore the implications of these findings
for theories of academic status, journal rankings and research assessment systems.

Introduction

An increasingly common mechanism for assessing
the value of research is publication in high-status
journals (e.g. Garfield, 2005; Hudson and Laband,
2013; Osterloh and Frey, 2020). The status of a
journal is determined by various metrics and lists,
but also by its social evaluation by academics.
A high-status journal can bestow benefits to the
publications included within it, as well as to the
authors of these publications. Accordingly, pub-
lications in high-status journals are increasingly
important to individual academics in gaining
academic rewards, such as scientific status, promo-

tion, faculty pay and research resources (De Rond
and Miller, 2005; Gomez-Mejia and Balkin, 1992;
Heckman and Moktan, 2020). These publications
may also be highly valued by academic institutions,
because they represent a means to improve their
reputation and their position in institutional rank-
ings. In this context, the perceived value of high
status in relation to a journal is rooted not just in its
relative position within the academic community,
but also within the wider rankings’ ecosystem.
Using journal rankings to assess research value

is particularly common in the field of business and
management, where a small group of three-letter-
acronym journals are considered ‘elite’, ‘top’ or
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‘A’ journals. These journals, which we refer to as
4* journals, are often described as generalist man-
agement journals, as compared to specialist out-
lets. They have been labelled ‘bastions’, because
they tend to be dominated by a small group of 24,
mostly US-based, institutions (Walsh et al., 2017).
These outlets are likely to receive high levels of
scholarly attention, both in terms of reading time
and number of citations. Yet, publications in 4*
journals may not necessarily be of ‘higher qual-
ity’ (Singh, Haddad and Chow, 2007), and a large
proportion of these journals’ citations are earned
by a small number of highly influential papers
(Baum, 2012). Recent work has argued that high-
status journals are increasingly seen as ‘the new
bottom line for valuing academic research’ (Agui-
nis et al., 2020). Indeed, publication in 4* journals
may influence hiring, recruitment, promotion, po-
sitions in international and national rankings, and
research funding allocations (e.g. Morris and Lan-
caster, 2006; Walker et al., 2018).

Differences in status between journals, the use
of journal lists and the growing pressures on aca-
demics to publish in high-status journals to gain
professional rewards have been widely commented
on (e.g. De Rond and Miller, 2005; Pettigrew and
Starkey, 2016), with critics opining that journal
rankings should play no role in the evaluation of
research, noting for example the affinity of rank-
ing with the commodification of research (e.g.
Connelly and Gallagher, 2010; Hogler and Gross,
2009). Yet, there are no studies, as far as we are
aware, that explore whether and how the status
of the journals in which their publications ap-
pear matters to individual academics. Therefore,
we ask: What kind of academics are, or are not,
subject to the lure of 4* journal status? How is a
journal’s status valued in comparison to the schol-
arly impact that a publication can exert when mea-
sured by its citation levels? Specifically, we set out
to explore whether academics’ willingness to forgo
citations in exchange for 4* journal status corre-
lates with any salient characteristics at the level of
the individual researcher or their institution.

To investigate these issues, we designed a choice-
set survey question that focused on individuals’
preferences for publication in 4* journals in
relation to a hypothetical level of citations in
subsequent years. The idea is to determine at
what point (i.e. at what level of ‘forfeited’ citation)
academics would switch their publication choice
away from these high-status, generalist outlets

(4* journals) and towards other leading, but more
specialized, outlets (4-rated journals). We use
citations as a proxy for scholarly impact on the
assumption that, despite their notable limitations,
citations have a perceived value to individual
academics as a means of demonstrating their in-
fluence on their peers. In other words, our research
design seeks to capture whether and how much
individuals are willing to ‘pay’ for a 4* journal
publication, as measured by the hypothetical cita-
tions they would be prepared to forfeit in relation
to publishing in a lower-status journal instead.

To explore these questions, we build on sta-
tus theory (Merton, 1968; Podolny, 1993; Sauder,
Lynn and Podolny, 2012), which suggests that
those who aspire to status will be willing to pay to
gain and maintain an association with high-status
social institutions. This aspiration for status may
be driven by personal motivations and also by the
organizational context in which people work. In
particular, we suggest that individuals who have al-
ready had their work published in 4* journals will
show a higher willingness to forgo citations to pub-
lish in 4* journals in preference to 4-rated ones,
as a means to further reinforce their status and to
sustain their status advantage over others. We also
propose that there is a strong aspirational prefer-
ence for 4* journal publication among those who
have published in 4-rated journals, as they seek to
obtain the status benefits associated with ‘break-
ing into the 4* journal world’. In addition, we sug-
gest that those with high scholarly impact, as cap-
tured by their level of prior citation, are more will-
ing to sacrifice citations for 4* outputs as a means
to maintain and reinforce their position in the aca-
demic elite. Finally, we propose that individuals
who work at high-ranked research institutions will
be willing to ‘pay’ more for 4* journal publica-
tion than faculty at low-ranked institutions, be-
cause they are subject to greater status expecta-
tions in their local environment, which are often
directed towards the production of such outputs.

We test our hypotheses by making use of a
multisource dataset, which builds upon informa-
tion we collected from a large-scale survey of
academics working in UK business and manage-
ment schools. In this context, we leverage the
widespread dissemination of the Association of
Business Schools (ABS) journal list, later renamed
the Academic Journal Guide (the AJG/ABS list).
The list ranks journals on a five-point scale (4*, 4,
3, 2, 1), with the highest ranking being ‘Journal of

© 2021 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
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Are Academics Willing to Forgo Citations to Publish in High-Status Journals? 3

Distinction’ or ‘4*’, which almost exactly overlaps
with the club of ‘A journals’ as defined within the
US scholarly community. This is followed by jour-
nals with internationally leading research, referred
to as 4-rated journals.1 We find support formost of
our hypotheses, indicating that the allure of high-
status journals may lead a significant number of
academics to sacrifice some of the scholarly impact
of their research, as measured by the citations that
their future work might hypothetically garner. We
explore the implications of our findings for under-
standing the effects of status signals on the pref-
erences of academics, and for the management of
research in business schools.

Our study makes two important contributions.
First, it enhances understanding of how the as-
piration for status shapes academics’ attitudes to
ranking systems, leading individuals either to be
indifferent to them or to choose to give up sig-
nificant potential influence on their peers to ob-
tain high-status affiliations. Second, the study doc-
uments which individuals are most likely to feel
these pressures on the basis of where they work
and their prior research achievements, highlight-
ing the self-reinforcing nature of rankings, status
and professional aspiration. In doing so, the study
helps to enrich understanding of how scholarly
norms are being redefined by such systems.

Individual and institutional factors determining
preference for 4* journal publications

Social status refers to the ‘extent to which an in-
dividual or group is respected or admired by oth-
ers’ and, within a community, there is often a social
hierarchy leading to the ‘ordering of individuals
and groups according to the amount of respect by
others’ (Magee and Galinsky, 2008, p. 352). These
status hierarchies are often self-enforcing, because
people ascribe competence to those with high sta-
tus, and can create a level of expectation confir-
mation about relative status positions. In addition,
as Magee and Galinsky (2008) suggest, when peo-
ple have expectations of their status, they may be-
have in a way that asserts that status, leading to a

1Journal lists are also used in other national contexts.
Across these rankings, there is also broad consistency
when considering the ‘elite’ category (e.g. A* in the Aus-
tralian ABDC ranking, or A+ in the German VHB rank-
ing). Also, when our survey was conducted, the 4* cate-
gory of the AJG/ABS list was derived from other interna-
tional journal rankings.

behavioural confirmation of their position in the
status hierarchy. Such confirmation may be inter-
nalized by different actors, leading them to accept
potential inequalities and also leading to these sta-
tus hierarchies becoming entrenched and embed-
ded in organizational practices and institutional
norms (Magee and Galinsky, 2008).
However, as Sauder, Lynn and Podolny (2012)

suggest, status and quality may be uncoupled
where there is high uncertainty about outcomes or
there are competing norms of performance assess-
ment. Indeed, Sorenson (2014, p. 63) states that the
presumed link between status and quality often re-
lies on ‘superstitious learning, surmising that sta-
tus and quality must move in tandem’. For exam-
ple, Simcoe andWaguespack (2011) demonstrated
that when high-status names and institutional affil-
iations were removed from computer science pro-
posals, academics were less likely to support them.
In status hierarchies, systems of worth are cre-
ated that help to institutionalize the values placed
on some activities and behaviours relative to oth-
ers, with the underlying criteria for these evalua-
tions embedded in different categorizations (Lam-
ont, 2012).
In the context of academic communities, the

aspiration for status can be strong, motivated by
the desire of individuals and groups to gain re-
spect from their peers for their contribution to
knowledge, and also to obtain the benefits associ-
ated with such status, such as higher pay, greater
resources for research, promotion, higher institu-
tional rankings or more favourable work condi-
tions. Although it can be expected that the aspi-
ration for higher academic status may be strong
among all academics, individuals may have dif-
ferent preferences in terms of how to earn these
rewards. For many, publishing remains the ‘pri-
mary currency’ of academic life, because although
service and teaching might be rewarded locally,
the main driver of academic ‘recognition, prestige
and mobility is that of publication’ (De Rond and
Miller, 2005, p. 322). Within the social context of
the research community, faculty members are ex-
pected to generate a strong record of publications,
and failing to do somay lead to feelings of dissimi-
larity to the prototype of the in-group. Authors of
rejectedmanuscripts, for example, ‘face psycholog-
ical rejection in that their status as authentic mem-
bers of their professional social identitymay be en-
dangered’ (Day, 2011, p. 708).

© 2021 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
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Business and management academics have to
navigate an increasingly competitive research en-
vironment and are, accordingly, changing the way
they approach publication (Nedeva, Boden and
Nugroho, 2012), using various strategies to facil-
itate the production of top-tier publications (Seib-
ert et al., 2017). In business andmanagement stud-
ies, there is also a ‘fragmented adhocracy’ with a
low consensus on research goals, and little clarity
about quality standards (Vogel, Hattke and Peter-
son, 2017). In this context, there are strong incen-
tives for performance managers to turn to lists to
help them with evaluations, and to ‘infer the qual-
ity of publications from the quality of the jour-
nals in which they are published and link contin-
gent rewards to it, such as funding, promotion and
pay’ (Vogel, Hattke and Peterson, 2017, p. 1707).
Indeed, Drivas and Kremmydas (2020) found that
business andmanagement academics had internal-
ized this approach, with scholars more likely to
cite papers from journals that had been promoted
on the AJG/ABS list, and less likely to cite those
from a journal that had been downgraded. Along
these lines, Walker et al. (2019) found that busi-
ness and management academics were less hostile
to journal lists, if they themselves benefited from
a re-grading of outlets where they had previously
published. Despite this, Bryce, Dowling and Lucey
(2020) found a significant journal-quality percep-
tion gap between AJG 2018 rankings of journals
and the views of theUKbusiness andmanagement
academics who are arguably most familiar with
them. In theory, objectivemeasures of research im-
pact, such as citation levels, might provide an an-
tidote to such ‘list fetishism’. However, citations
to individual papers remain an imperfect measure
of scholarly influence, because they may take time
to emerge (Wang, Veugelers and Stephane, 2017),
may be a product of visibility rather than quality
(Merton, 1973) andmay arise from the strategic ci-
tation efforts of other academics (Baum, 2012).

Drawing on status theory (Merton, 1968;
Podolny, 1993; Sauder, Lynn and Podolny, 2012),
we suggest that some business and management
academics will be willing to accept fewer citations
of their work in order to gain the benefits of be-
ing associated with higher-status journals.We start
by focusing on the case of those who have previ-
ously published in 4* journals, expecting the will-
ingness to ‘pay’ for publication in 4* rather than
4-rated journals – in terms of hypothetical cita-
tions – to be strongest among this group. First,

individuals who have had their work published in
4* outlets will seek opportunities to further rein-
force their status, helping to sustain and enhance
their status advantage over others (Sauder, Lynn
and Podolny, 2012). These individuals may already
have reaped the benefits associated with previous
4* outputs in terms of higher pay or better working
conditions and will, therefore, have critical infor-
mation about the advantages stemming from these
outputs, which others may be less aware of. Sec-
ond, because publishing in 4* journals is difficult
and only a select few can achieve it consistently
(Baum, 2012), 4* journal publication will provide
a source of visibility or a signal of status to oth-
ers, in a way that publication in 4-rated outlets may
not. Thus, additional publications in 4-rated jour-
nals, even with significant impact, will be less val-
ued than the potential to signal reaffirmation of an
affiliation to a high-status outlet. Thus:

H1a: The willingness to pay, in terms of citations,
for 4* journal publications in preference to 4-
rated ones will be greater among those who have
previously published in 4* journals than those
who have not.

The willingness to pay in terms of citations
for publishing research in 4* journals is also li-
able to be strong among those individuals who
have published in 4-rated journals, yet aspire to
even higher academic rewards. First, individuals
who have demonstrated their ability to publish
in leading specialized journals clearly have aca-
demic competency in terms of high-impact out-
puts. However, such competency may not be fully
recognized by those working outside the particu-
lar core field domain concerned. Publication in a
4* journal may be regarded by these academics
as an opportunity to claim a ‘golden ticket’ and
demonstrate that their status within their specific
domain is not dependent on exclusive features of
that context. Such publications may be seen as the
‘icing on the cake’ for their scholarly performance
(Gomez-Mejia and Balkin, 1992). This is because
‘these second-tier publications are less likely to be
rewarded in isolation, in the absence of a demon-
strated scholarly record in top-tier, or premier, out-
lets’ (Gomez-Mejia and Balkin, 1992, p. 924). Sec-
ond, citations of a 4-rated journal publication may
be perceived by these individuals as having less
value than publication in a 4* journal, because
these latter are rarer and have potentially higher
labour-market value. Thus, scholars with 4-rated

© 2021 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
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journal outputs may be willing to pay a higher
price in terms of forfeited citations than schol-
ars with portfolio outputs from 3-rated journals
or lower. Furthermore, scholars without a 4-rated
output in their portfolio may consider a 4* journal
paper to be beyond their current aspiration level.
For these individuals, looking from a distance at
the 4-rated journal club, the potential status ben-
efits of a 4* journal publication compared to a 4-
rated one will be seen as a secondary concern, and
theywill, therefore, show a lower willingness to pay
in terms of citations for such an outcome. Thus:

H1b: The willingness to pay, in terms of citations,
for 4* journal publications in preference to 4-
rated ones will be greater among those who have
previously published in 4-rated journals than
those who have not.

We expect that the willingness to pay in terms
of citations for 4* journal publications will also
be great among those possessing the highest schol-
arly impact, as measured by numbers of citations
to their prior work. These scholars are likely to re-
gard 4* journal outputs as important drivers of
status reinforcement, demonstrating their ability
to participate in the elite level of academic com-
petition. These individuals, inclined to judge their
relative status in the academic community against
their leading international peers, might also see
publication in 4* journals as a means for recog-
nition by other members of this in-group, helping
to reaffirm and cement their affiliation to the sta-
tus hierarchy. For these individuals, a publication
in a generalist journal can add more value than
an output in a leading specialized journal, where
their status may already be visible. In addition, an
output in a 4* journal may help garner more ci-
tations of their past work, because it is a notable
status-raising achievement, akin to winning a prize
(Azoulay, Stuart and Wang, 2014).

Conversely, it can be expected that faculty with
more modest levels of scholarly impact in the aca-
demic community will assign less value to the sta-
tus advantages of 4* journals compared to those
of good-quality specialized journals. For these less
influential scholars, 4* journals might represent
too distant a target, and they may consider these
journals well-fortified bastions that they lack the
skills and networks to penetrate, leaving them un-
willing to forgo citations in order to achieve this
(Walsh et al., 2017). For these scholars, it might
also be the case that targeting 4* journals means

not publishing at all, losing not just citations, but
volume of publications too. Thus:

H1c: The higher an individual’s scholarly impact,
as reflected by their previous citation count, the
greater their willingness to pay, in terms of cita-
tions, for 4* journal publications in preference to
4-rated ones.

The preference of an academic in terms of
journal status may also relate to their work con-
text. There is considerable variation in business
and management schools. In the UK, for exam-
ple, some institutions have a strong orientation to-
wards research, whereas others are more directly
concerned with servicing local industry and/or ed-
ucational functions. These institutional differences
are liable to matter when it comes to shaping indi-
viduals’ attitudes towards 4* journals, because aca-
demics will need to conform to the expectations of
their institutions and align their behaviours with
the goals of their employers (Pelger and Grottke,
2015). The use of outputs in specific journals in a
wide range of international ranking exercises, such
as the business school rankings from the Financial
Times (FT) and the QS World University Rank-
ings, and the strong link between the relative po-
sition of these institutions in such rankings and
their teaching income, also mean that institutions
are liable to tailor their recruitment, promotion
and performance systems to the production of re-
search that can be published in the top journals
(Van Fleet, McWilliams and Siegel, 2000).
Because highly ranked research institutions are

likely to expect their faculty to engage in elite re-
search status competitions, we anticipate that aca-
demics working in such institutions will be more
willing to pay in terms of citations for outputs
in 4* journals. In these institutions, 4* journal
publication is liable to confer strong personal ca-
reer advancement benefits and, in turn, the institu-
tions will seek to recruit and promote those who
demonstrate the ability to enter the bastions of
the 4* journal club. Publishing in 4* journals also
helps high-ranked institutions maintain their rel-
ative status position in various external rankings,
which plays an important role in student recruit-
ment. These organizations also tend to hire from
other elite institutions, wherein early-career schol-
ars are also advised to target 4* journals (Van
Fleet, McWilliams and Siegel, 2000).

© 2021 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.



6 R. Salandra, A. Salter and J. T. Walker

In contrast, at low-ranked research institutions,
the perceived pressure on individual faculty to
publish in 4* journals as opposed to 4-rated ones
is likely to be modest. These organizations are
unlikely to organize their hiring, promotion and
reward systems around 4* journal publication,
focusing instead on more realistic and immedi-
ate outputs. In these contexts, a 4-rated journal
publication may itself be considered a significant
achievement, and lead to rewards for faculty mem-
bers. Moreover, because there is a paucity of 4*
journal papers in these institutions in general, it
can be expected that there are only weak expec-
tations on faculty to publish in such outlets. In
addition, rarely do these institutions rely on their
relative position in international rankings to drive
student recruitment, and they are, therefore, less
likely to place pressure on their faculty to pub-
lish in the journals embedded in these rankings.
Thus:

H2: The willingness to pay, in terms of citations,
for 4* journal publications in preference to 4-
rated ones will be greater among those at high-
ranked research institutions than those at low-
ranked ones.

Research setting, data and measures

UK business schools and the AJG/ABS list. In
the UK, the national assessment of institutional
research quality – initially, the Research Assess-
ment Exercise (RAE) and subsequently, the Re-
search Excellence Framework (REF) – is based on
peer review by panels of subject matter experts (see
Bessant et al., 2003; Geary, Marriott and Rowlin-
son, 2004; Pidd and Broadbent, 2015). Although
these experts are instructed to give no weight to
the status of journals in their assessment, research
managers at UK business and management insti-
tutions developed lists of journals to try to pre-
empt the judgements of these review panels. These
journal lists, started as institution-specific exer-
cises, were consolidated by the ABS in 2007. The
ABS list was later renamed the Academic Jour-
nal Guide, and hence is usually referred to as the
AJG/ABS list.

The AJG/ABS list ranks journals on a
scale, with the highest ranking for ‘Journal
of Distinction’ (4* journals), followed by 4-
rated journals with internationally leading re-

search, which tend to be more specialist in na-
ture and more likely to be based outside the
USA.

The institutionalization of the AJG/ABS list
provides an ideal setting in which to explore
whether academics prefer to publish papers in
journals of a given rank. First, the list has a clear
status hierarchy, which is not determined as sim-
ply as in other citation-based journal metrics. Sec-
ond, almost all business schools in the UK use the
AJG/ABS list and, therefore, business and man-
agement academics are highly aware of the list and
its rankings. Third, the diversity of sub-disciplines
within UK business and management schools, and
the ubiquity of the list, together provide a useful
basis for comparing how academics from a broad
range of subject backgrounds view journal sta-
tus, while operatingwithin similar institutional set-
tings.

Data sources

This study is based on a survey of academics
working in business and management schools in
the UK, which we ran in 2015, combined with
other data sources. It is a part of a larger re-
search programme, including Salter et al. 2017,
Walker et al. 2019, that explores attitudes to-
ward and use of the ABS/AJG list. We com-
piled our survey list by accessing the websites of
all the business and management schools in the
UK, identified as the institutions that submitted
to the 2008 RAE, plus University College Lon-
don. We collected email address, rank and gen-
der for all scholars. Because our focus was on
research-active and permanent staff, we excluded
faculty members who were not assistant, associate
or full professors. These procedures allowed us to
identify a population of 8,002 research-active in-
dividuals affiliated to 90 UK business and man-
agement schools. The subsequent survey received
1,945 responses, representing a 24% response
rate.

We downloaded the publication portfolio of the
surveyed individuals using Scopus. Finally, we col-
lected information at the level of the institutions,
such as their ranking in the UK’s 2014 REF as-
sessment. After cleaning and matching the data,
we were left with a sample of 1,154 usable ques-
tionnaires.

© 2021 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
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Are Academics Willing to Forgo Citations to Publish in High-Status Journals? 7

Figure 1. Decision sequence across a 4* journal paper versus a 4-rated journal paper with increasing citations: trade-off categories
Notes: In this question, we would like to gauge your perception of the academic value of a publication in a ‘journal of distinction’ (4*)
versus a ‘4-rated’ journal in your chosen field. You will be offered a choice between two outcomes based on the number of citations each
paper would receive in the 10 years after its publication. You will be asked to choose which of these two outcomes you would prefer
[Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

Measures

Dependent variable. The dependent variable is
Preference for 4* journals. Because the issue of
whether academics would prefer to publish in a
4* journal rather than a 4-rated one had not been
addressed in the previous literature, we developed
a new survey question. Our question design was
inspired by studies of managerial choice in inno-
vation and research policy studies (Fischer and
Henkel, 2012, 2013; Salter et al., 2017; Schille-
beeckx et al., 2016), as well as research on risk
preferences in behavioural economics (Cohen and
Einav, 2007; Santos-Pinto et al., 2015). In these
studies, individuals are offered a set of hypothet-
ical staged choices between two options, which
have different degrees of risk. The choice-set fixes
the value of one option and then incrementally
increases the reward associated with the second
option. The idea is to determine at what stage in-
dividuals shift their preference from the first op-
tion to the second. Building upon this logic, we de-
signed a hypothetical choice-set question to assess
the preference for a publication in a 4* journal ver-
sus one in a 4-rated journal. Because citations are
commonly used, easy to measure and well under-
stood by academics, we use them in the hypothet-
ical set as a proxy for the reward associated with
each option. To present this as neutrally as possi-
ble, we specified that the question related to indi-
vidual preference and hence that there was no right
or wrong answer. The exact wording of the ques-
tion is shown in Figure 1.

We started with the simple case in which the
4* journal publication was compared to a 4-rated
one with an equal number of citations. In this
case, each paper would receive 25 citations in the
10 years following publication, indicative of a pa-
per of modest, but not high, academic interest.
Any respondent that chose a 4-rated journal in
preference to a 4* one in this scenario would
‘depart’ the question, having suggested that they
would prefer a 4-rated journal publication regard-
less. For the remainder, indicating an initial pref-
erence for 4* journals, we progressively increased
the offer in terms of citations associated with
a 4-rated journal publication, trying to induce a
shift in preference to the 4-rated journal and cap-
turing the point at which this shift might occur.
The underlying logic being that the higher the
number of citations required to favour a 4-rated
journal publication, the higher the respondent’s
preference for a 4* journal one.
Although the choice-set is hypothetical in the

sense that it is, ex ante, impossible to know the
level of citations a paper will receive, it does en-
able the respondent to express their preferences for
differently rated journals in a form of ‘currency’
that is understood and valued in the community.
The choice-set was intended to unearth preferences
in relation to journal status, removing the possi-
bility that a respondent would be able to ‘have
their cake and eat it too’ by simultaneously opt-
ing for a high-status journal and a high citation
level.

© 2021 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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Key independent variables. At the level of the in-
dividual, we first examined whether an individual
had any publications in 4* journals in their pub-
lication history, a measure that captures their ex-
isting ability to gain entry to these ‘bastion’ jour-
nals (Publication in 4* journals – a dummy variable
taking the value 1 if the individual had published
in 4* journals, and 0 otherwise). Second, we cap-
tured whether an individual had published in 4-
rated journals (Publication in 4-rated journals). Fi-
nally, we considered an individual’s scholarly im-
pact. Tomeasure this, we counted the total number
of citations an individual had received across their
publication portfolio, as indicated in their Scopus
record (Citations).

At institution level, we considered the institu-
tion’s REF Grade Point Average (GPA). This is a
measure of the average quality of research, com-
puted from the REF Summary for business and
management. The GPA was captured in the vari-
able Research rank of the institution.

Control variables. Several control variables were
included in the model to better understand the
sample and to account for possible training effects.
Gender (Male). To control for any differences in

the preferences for journal status between female
and male academics, we created a dummy variable
that took the value 1 for male, and 0 for female.
Non-academic work experience. Business and

management academics have often had hybrid ca-
reers, working both inside and outside academe
(Clarysse, Tartari and Salter, 2011; Lin and Boze-
man, 2006). Individuals who have spent a long time
outside academe may be less socialized into pres-
sure to publish. To account for this potential in-
fluence on journal publication preference, we con-
trolled for the number of years an individual had
indicated having worked outside academe in our
survey.
Years since obtained PhD. To control for po-

tential influences on individual preferences aris-
ing from their length of stay in academia (e.g.
the newer generation of business and management
academics are more conditioned to journal rank-
ings, because of recent changes in the labour mar-
ket and the widespread role of such rankings in
hiring and promotion), we incorporated a variable
to capture the number of years elapsed since a re-
spondent had gained their PhD. This was based on
a survey question.

Obtained PhD in the USA. The USA has a dom-
inance in the editorial boards of most 4* journals
and a tenure structure that is tightly aligned to
publication in 4* journals. To capture these influ-
ences, we created a binary variable that took the
value 1 if individuals had received their PhD in the
USA, and 0 otherwise.We derived this information
from a survey question.
Rank. To account for differences in pressure

to publish in 4* journals experienced within dif-
ferent academic ranks, we considered an individ-
ual’s position within their institution. Based on
a survey question, we created three dichotomous
variables accordingly: Lecturer, Associate Profes-
sor and Professor (baseline category, removed).
Size of the institution. We included the head-

count of each institution to control for any po-
tential influence on individuals’ preferences arising
from differing levels of resources available in their
host institutions. These figures were based on our
web search of staff at the business and manage-
ment schools included in the survey.
Area of expertise. Different specialties may ex-

hibit different publication and citation norms (Liu,
Olivola and Kovács, 2017). Thus, we included
area-level dummies, based on the primary field
of expertise indicated by our survey respondents,
given a choice of 22 discipline areas derived from
the field classifications used in the 2015 AJG/ABS
list.

Results

Descriptive statistics of the main variables are
given in Table 1. The largest proportions of
respondents were male (57%) and were Asso-
ciate Professors (36%). Only 12% of the sur-
veyed individuals had published in a 4* jour-
nal during their career, while around 37% had
published in a 4-rated journal. This suggests
that for much of our sample, both 4* and 4-
rated journals represent alluring but hard-to-reach
targets.2

Pairwise correlations between all variables are
also included in Table 1. As expected, some of the

2A small minority of survey participants had published in
4* but not 4-rated journals (n= 11). In robustness checks,
we removed these individuals from the sample and re-ran
the analysis. The findings were not qualitatively different
from those presented (in Table 3).

© 2021 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
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Table 2. Means of variables across trade-off categories (n = 1,154)

Preference for 4-rated
journal with 25 citations

Preference for 4-rated
journal with 50 citations

Preference for 4-rated
journal with 100+

citations

Independent variables
Publication in 4* journals 6.7% 14.8% 19.0%
Publication in 4-rated journals 29.7% 40.4% 43.7%
Citations 224.0 228.8 246.5
Research rank of the institution 2.7 2.8 2.9
Controls
Gender (Male) 41.4% 64.9% 72.6%
Non-academic work experience 5.8 4.5 4.2
Year since obtained PhD 13.1 12.2 11.5
Obtained PhD in the USA 2.6% 6.9% 9.9%
Professor 33.7% 33.1% 34.8%
Associate Professor 38.3% 38.3% 31.3%
Lecturer 27.9% 31.6% 33.9%
Size of the institution 116.0 115.4 114.6
N 504 336 314

variables show a positive correlation. For example,
being a Professor is partly correlated with Cita-
tions (0.37), Publications in 4* journals (0.31), Pub-
lications in 4-rated journals (0.34) and Years since
obtained PhD (0.55). However, none of the corre-
lation coefficients are concerningly high (all are be-
low 0.6).

Table 2 reports the means of variables across the
different options chosen, that is, the different levels
of citations to a paper in a 4-rated journal that an
individual would require before forgoing publica-
tion in a 4* journal. Splitting the sample between
the three trade-off categories introduced in the sur-
vey (i.e. 25, 50 and 100+ citations) highlights some
observable differences within a number of individ-
ual characteristics. First, a substantial share of UK
business and management academics do not dif-
ferentiate between 4* journals and 4-rated jour-
nals. Thus, given the same level of citations in each,
about 44% of our survey respondents (504 out of
1,154, falling in the first column of Table 2) opted
for publication in a 4-rated journal rather than a
4* one.

There are also substantial differences in the out-
comes in relation to gender, non-academic work
experience and PhD training location, which will
be discussed in more detail later in this section.3

Notably, almost 10% of respondents that indicated

3We run tests of differences in means for each variable
across the three categories, finding significant differences
in many instances that concurred with the findings of the
regression analysis presented in Table 3.

a strong preference for 4* journals (as reported in
the last column of Table 2) have a PhD from a US
institution, compared to 2.6% of those who pre-
ferred 4-rated journals (as reported in the first col-
umn of Table 2).

Although the proportion of the sample that has
published in 4* journals is small (12%), these indi-
viduals require a considerable number of citations
to compensate for a 4-rated journal not being a 4*
one (19.0% of these individuals fall into the last
column of Table 2, compared to 6.7% in the first
column).

In order to appropriately model the sequen-
tial nature of the decision-making process in the
choice-set, we used a sequential logit model, as de-
tailed by Buis (2013). Table 3 reports the results of
this, which takes ‘4-rated journal paper with 25 ci-
tations preferred to a 4* journal paper with 25 cita-
tions’ as the reference category. To ease interpreta-
tion, odds ratios (ORs) are calculated and reported
throughout. Coefficients greater than 1 indicate a
preference for a 4* journal, in other words an in-
creased likelihood of switching from a 4* journal
to a 4-rated journal publication only at 50 or 100
citations, compared to ‘accepting’ the latter with
just 25 citations.

In Table 3, Model 1 represents the baseline
model, including only the control variables; Mod-
els 2–5 introduce the key independent variables,
while Model 6 includes all the variables. All mod-
els include area-of-expertise dummies to control
for heterogeneity across business and management
sub-disciplines.

© 2021 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
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We focus our discussion on the results forModel
6, which is the full model. The first column refers
to the option of a ‘4-rated journal paper with
50 citations preferred to a 4* journal paper with
25 citations’; the second column option is a ‘4-
rated journal paper with 100 citations preferred
to a 4* journal paper with 25 citations’. First,
we observe that most coefficients are only signif-
icant in relation to the second column. This sug-
gests that while the academics requiring 100 ci-
tations before they will choose a 4-rated journal
publication are significantly different from those
accepting a 4-rated journal paper at the first op-
tion given in the choice-set (our baseline category),
the respondents opting for the middle option (re-
quiring 50 citations) are not significantly differ-
ent from the baseline group in relation to the di-
mensions explored. For example, gender appears
to play a role in informing preferences for jour-
nal status, but only for those academics that chose
the highest number of citations before they would
‘renounce’ a 4* publication. Thus, male academics
are significantly more likely than female ones to
require 100 citations (as opposed to 25 citations,
our baseline) before preferring a 4-rated journal
(OR = 1.39), but gender is not statistically sig-
nificant when we consider academics that require
50 citations before preferring a 4-rated journal
(OR = 1.21).

Some of the results for the other control vari-
ables are interesting too. The length of time an
individual had been in academia (Years since ob-
tained PhD) and their orientation to practice, as
proxied by their Non-academic work experience,
both correlate with a lower offer of citations for
a paper in a 4* journal (OR = 0.96 and 0.97, re-
spectively). By contrast, individuals in our sample
who earned their PhD from US universities have a
strong preference for 4* journals (i.e. they aremore
likely to require a high offer in terms of citations
before they will prefer a 4-rated journal) in com-
parison to colleagueswho trained elsewhere (OR=
2.33). With regard to Rank, although the odds ra-
tios for Associate Professor and Lecturer are both
below 1, suggesting that middle and lower-ranked
academics are less likely than Professors to re-
quire 100 citations before they will prefer a 4-rated
journal publication, the effects are not statistically
significant.

The field of expertise does not appear to influ-
ence preference for 4* journal publication. Other

than for the Finance sub-discipline, whose scholars
are more likely than those in other fields to require
100+ citations to prefer a 4-rated journal (OR =
2.06), area-level dummies, not reported in the ta-
ble, are insignificant.4

We find that individuals who had published in 4*
journals have a stronger preference for these out-
puts, compared to those who had not published
in 4* journals (OR = 1.55), providing support for
H1a. However, it is worth remembering that this
variable is highly skewed, given that only a rela-
tively small proportion of academics in our sam-
ple had published in 4* journals at all. Individuals
who had published in 4-rated journals also have
a strong preference for publishing in 4* journals
(OR = 2.45). As such, H1b is also supported. In-
terestingly, we find that this odds ratio is higher for
those who have already published in 4-rated jour-
nals than for those who have already published in
4* journals (OR = 2.45 vs OR = 1.55). By con-
trast, scholarly impact, as captured by prior cita-
tions, does not appear to have a substantial effect
on individual preferences (OR= 1.00). Hence,H1c
is not supported.

Finally, faculty employed in institutions where
research quality is deemed to be high (as measured
by the GPA) have a strong preference for 4* jour-
nals (OR= 2.73). As such, we find support for H2.

Discussion

To help understand how status considerations
shape academic preferences towards publishing in
differently ranked journals, we created a hypotheti-
cal choice-set to prompt academics to express such
preferences. We found that for many academics
in our sample, the appeal of 4* journal status is
fairly modest; almost half of our survey respon-
dents (44%) preferred publication in a 4-rated jour-
nal to that in a 4* journal, even given the same
hypothetical ‘offer’ of 25 citations from either
one. This suggests that a large proportion of aca-
demics, in this case UK-based business and man-
agement scholars, may choose to distance them-
selves from the ‘race for status’ deriving from 4*

4In robustness checks, we examined whether respondents
from fields without 4* journals differed from the others by
adding a dummy variable (Fields without 4*), which was
statistically insignificant.
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journals, and are content to focus on advancing
their research in 4-rated ones instead. For exam-
ple, many individuals may perceive that their re-
search is distant from the types of research that
are published in 4* journals. This apparent indif-
ference to 4* journals could also arise from an in-
dividual’s affinity with a specific field; for exam-
ple, they may prefer to publish in journals that are
specialized accordingly, as opposed to being gener-
alist. More pragmatically, some academics might
also believe that publishing in a 4* journal takes
much longer than publishing in a lower-ranked
journal, resulting in lower publication counts over
time.

We found that the preference for high-status
journals was high among those academics with
prior 4* and/or 4-rated journal papers. Some indi-
viduals in our sample are so socialized to the bene-
fits of 4* journal publication that they would forgo
significant scholarly impact (as measured by cita-
tions) to achieve it. Indeed, scholars who have pub-
lished in 4-rated journals appear to be the keen-
est to obtain such 4* journal distinction, because
they are already ‘knocking on the door’. This sug-
gests that those with, and those with aspirations to
obtain, high-status affiliations may view such out-
puts as the ‘primary currency’ of academic life (De
Rond andMiller, 2005, p. 322), indicating that sta-
tus hierarchies via ranking systems have become
entrenched and embedded in the preferences of
a significant share of business school academics.
However, we do not find any conclusive evidence
regarding the relationship between existing schol-
arly impact, as captured by citation levels, and
preference for journal status. This could be because
those with high scholarly impact already have high
academic status, and therefore do not perceive the
need to sacrifice citations in exchange for 4* jour-
nal publication.

Exploring institutional differences, we found
that faculty based at high-ranked institutions were
more likely to prefer publication in 4* journals
than in 4-rated ones. Interestingly, this indicates
that the willingness to sacrifice scholarly influ-
ence is greatest in those environments most fo-
cused on the production of 4* outputs, which
appears to be in direct contradiction to the de-
clared goals of these institutions, of being rec-
ognized for their scholarly impact. It may be the
case that ranking systems have led these institu-
tions to shift away from ostensive demonstrations

of scholarly influence, and towards performative
ones.

Theoretical implications

This study contributes to an understanding of how
status aspiration shapes academics’ attitudes to-
wards ranking systems. Our findings indicate that
while some scholars will seek opportunities to re-
inforce their status on the basis of the journals in
which they publish (e.g. Willmott, 2011), others
place less value on publications in high-rank jour-
nals than on the potential to generate scholarly im-
pact on the academic community, as captured by
citations. Academics in the former group are, in ef-
fect, indicating that they would rather publish with
modest academic impact in a 4* journal than have
a major impact on their field while publishing in
less prestigious outlets. This would appear to be
a case in which status–quality links lead to what
Sorenson (2014) described as a form of ‘supersti-
tious learning’, based on the idea that status and
quality should move together. Of course, these in-
dividual preferences may be fed by wider patholo-
gies that trickle down to academics through reward
and ranking systems that privilege outputs over
influence. Such views appear to be concentrated
within the upper reaches of the academic hierar-
chy, with those with high aspirations for status be-
ing the ones that seek publication in 4* journals
most avidly, highlighting the self-reinforcing cycle
of rankings and professional aspirations.
The study also helps to advance understanding

of how scholarly norms are redefined by rank-
ings and aspiration for status. The findings sug-
gest that Merton’s (1973) original formulation of
academic status needs to be broadened beyond the
individual and their pursuit of scholarly influence
via publication, and towards a more mixed model
in which individuals’ personal aspirations for sta-
tus are bundled into the value accorded to their re-
search appearing in specific outlets. In effect, aca-
demic status may no longer be judged by an in-
dividual’s influence among their peers, but also
by their presence in particular high-status outlets.
This shift in outlook appears to be partly driven by
the need for academic institutions to perform well
in various rankings, thereby placing their staff un-
der increasing pressure to align their expectations
and behaviour with the needs of their employers
(Pelger and Grottke, 2015).
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Practical implications

Our research has important practical implica-
tions. Researchers and university managers should
be mindful that the pursuit of status may drive
changes in the way that academics approach pub-
lication (Nedeva, Boden and Nugroho, 2012), and
might explain the use of various strategies (e.g. co-
authoring) to facilitate the production of top-tier
publication (Seibert et al., 2017). It is important to
acknowledge that there is still considerable diver-
sity among business and management academics
in their willingness to ‘pay’ in terms of scholarly
influence for publishing in 4* outlets, with many
academics appearing immune to the lure of jour-
nal status in preference to academic influence. This
diversity is a bulwark against the tendency to focus
on the performative aspects of journal rankings
and lists in the face of the ostensive challenge of
generating academic influence. We would encour-
age researchmanagers not to lose sight of the value
of scholarly influence (as well as social and eco-
nomic impact) as an important goal in itself, rather
than simply attempting to service the demands of
ranking systems.

In terms of the design of research systems and
scientific performance indicators, it may be the
case that ‘hybrid’ systems that combine revealed
preferences (e.g. based on citations) and stated
preferences (e.g. expert-based) are better aligned
with the range of preferences that exist within
the academic community. Although citation data
have becomemore accessible and powerful, our re-
sults confirm that, for many, journal-level metrics
still reign supreme over paper-level and author-
level metrics in the appreciation of the ‘value’
of research. These preferences are sustained even
when the high skew in the distribution of citations
among papers in 4* journals has been repeatedly
demonstrated (Baum, 2012). Until paper-level ci-
tations are accorded greater value within the aca-
demic community and by institutions, it is likely
that many academics will continue to prioritize the
status of the outlet over the impact of the work re-
ported therein. Aguinis et al. (2020, p. 141) sum
matters up thus: ‘a 4* journal paper may often be
celebrated as a victory with relatively little conver-
sation about the study’s content, the quality of its
methodology and data, and the implications of its
findings for theory and practice’. The continued
use of journal rankings, such as the AJG/ABS list,
may further entrench the prominence of 4* jour-
nals at the expense of more diverse perspectives

(Hussain, Liu andMiller, 2020) andmore substan-
tive discussion of the research itself. As such, our
findings reinforce the call for the use of ‘responsi-
ble metrics’, such as the Leiden Manifesto (Hicks
et al., 2015), to combat reification of journal status.

Limitations, future research and
conclusions

Our study has a number of limitations that give
rise to a range of future research questions. First,
our study is based on a survey of academics at UK
business andmanagement schools. As such, our re-
sults may be hard to generalize to other academic
communities. While lists and journal metrics are
used extensively outside the UK, institutions else-
where are also subject to a range of domestic pres-
sures and regulations. Indeed, our finding relating
to the academics who trained in the USA provides
some indication that such contextual differences
may be substantial. Future research should seek
to explore the preferences for journal status among
scholars working in different national contexts and
in other academic fields, as well as within the
various business and management sub-disciplines.
These should include the finance sub-field, which
has exhibited some distinction from other fields in
business and management in our study.

Second, our survey focused on the trade-off be-
tween 4* journal and 4-rated journal publications.
However, this trade-off may not be representative
of the publication options faced by the wider aca-
demic community. While our study explores the
premium placed on a small group of elite 4* jour-
nals, with the internationally highly regarded 4-
rated journals serving as a benchmark, future re-
search could consider other trade-offs that may be
more prevalent within UK institutions; for exam-
ple, that between 4-rated and 3-rated journals.5 Re-
latedly, our choice-set question focuses on the case
of a single publication. Yet, it is often the case
that publications are seen in terms of a portfo-
lio of quality versus quantity – for example, aca-
demic probation criteria may refer to publication
of three 4-rated journal papers versus one 4* jour-

5To preliminarily investigate the effect that publishing in
3-rated journals may have on the preference for 4* jour-
nals, we derived a variable measuring whether individuals
had published in 3-rated journals. We did not find any sig-
nificant relationship between this variable and the depen-
dent variable.
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nal paper. By taking a portfolio view, future re-
search could give greater attention to individual
preferences for different publication profiles. In ad-
dition, we use citations as the ‘currency’ of our
choice-set question, which centres around a hypo-
thetical trade-off. Citations are liable to be well un-
derstood by academics because they are routinely
used to provide a measure of the scholarly impact
of their work, and in recent years there has been
a generalized increase in the use of citation tools
(e.g. Scopus, Web of Science, Google Scholar) by
institutions and ranking systems. However, cita-
tions have notable limitations and are only one
of many sources of academic recognition for indi-
vidual academics (e.g. awards, honorary positions,
speed of promotion). Follow-on work could ex-
plore how stated preferences may change accord-
ing to the ‘currency’ under consideration, and how
academics may then differently communicate and
contemplate journal status and citations (e.g. in ap-
pointments, promotions, research grants).

Third, future work should investigate more
closely the mechanisms at play and the rela-
tive weight of individual and institutional factors,
which we were only able to partly capture. For ex-
ample, future studies could investigate in more de-
tail the pressures for high-status publications that
arise both informally (e.g. relative to expectations)
and formally (e.g. from probation or promotion
practices).

To conclude, despite these limitations, we hope
that our findings may stimulate further research on
the factors informing academics’ preferences for
status and scholarly impact, and on how assess-
ment and incentive systems should be designed to
align with such varied preferences.
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