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Abstract  Incentives for improving research productivity at universities prevail in 
global academia. However, the rationale, methodology, and impact of such incen-
tives and consequent evaluation regimes are in need of scrutinization. This paper 
explores the influences of financial and career-related publishing incentive schemes 
on research cultures. It draws on an analysis of 75 interviews with academics, sen-
ior university administrators, and journal editors from China, a country that has 
seen widespread reliance on international publication counts in research evaluation 
and reward systems. The study focuses on humanities and social sciences (HSS) as 
disciplinary sites, which embody distinct characteristics and have experienced the 
introduction of incentive schemes in China since the early 2000s. Findings reveal 
tensions between internationalization and indigenization, quality and quantity, integ-
rity and instrumentalism, equity and inequity in Chinese academia. In particular, 
we argue that a blanket incentive scheme could reinforce a managerial culture in 
higher education, encourage performative objectification of academics, and jeop-
ardize their agency. We thereby challenge ‘one-size-fits-all’ policymaking, and sug-
gest instead that institutions should have the opportunity to adopt an ethical and 
‘human-oriented’ approach when developing their research incentives and evalua-
tion mechanisms.
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Introduction

Efforts to incentivize research productivity, and particularly the volume of interna-
tional publications, have become a feature of knowledge generation in many univer-
sity cultures (Franzoni et al. 2011). This emphasis on publishing internationally is 
framed normatively, in terms of relative standards of perceived academic quality and 
impact. It is often premised on expectations of a link from financial or career-related 
rewards or constraints, to increases in the volume of (high-quality) publications, and 
to wider academic, cultural, and societal benefits. However, these assumptions may 
not always hold in different (multi)disciplinary and institutional contexts.

This paper explores and problematizes the complexities around using incentives 
to stimulate changes in research cultures and academic behaviours, which intend to 
boost the volume of international publications. The paper reports insights from a 
study of incentives for international publications in Chinese humanities and social 
sciences (HSS), conducted between 2015 and 2018 (Xu 2019). In this paper, we 
focus on the following question:

How have incentives for international publications influenced research cultures 
of Chinese Humanities and Social Sciences?

Internationalization of HSS and Incentives for International 
Publications

The internationalization of higher education and research has been a pivotal policy 
concern in contemporary China, particularly since the reforms of 1978 (Yang 2014). 
The initial focus was on natural sciences (NS), where incentives for publications in 
Science Citation Index (SCI) journals appeared as early as in the 1980s (Qin and 
Zhang 2008). The volume of science publications by Chinese scholars has grown 
tremendously over the past decades. To date, China has a 21% share of global sci-
ence publications, ranking first as a single country in the world (US National Sci-
ence Foundation 2020).

The volume of Chinese HSS international publications remains much smaller in 
comparison (US National Science Foundation 2020), and the development of HSS 
was initially ‘overlooked’ in national policies (National Education Committee 1994). 
Since the early 2000s, HSS began to garner growing policy attention in China, as 
its internationalization approach shifted from unidirectional aims of ‘learning from 
advanced research in global academia’ to reciprocally ‘going-out’ and enhancing 
global ‘discourse power’ (National Education Committee 1994; Ministry of Educa-
tion 2011a). The degree of internationalization is often benchmarked with evaluative 
tools like university rankings, which rely heavily on publication metrics (Hazelkorn 
2011).

Under both policy orientation and performative pressures like rankings, an 
increasing number of Chinese universities started to incentivize HSS interna-
tional outputs (Dang 2005; Zhu 2009). Such incentive schemes prevail among 
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Chinese universities, particularly those in the ‘Project 985’ and ‘Project 211’ pro-
grams. An examination of 172 incentive documents collected at 116 ‘985’ and 
‘211’ universities found that by 2016, 84 out of the 116 had set up formal univer-
sity-level incentive schemes for HSS international publications (Xu et al. 2019). 
Most schemes are monetary or career-related incentives, that recognized journals 
indexed by the Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI) and the Arts and Humani-
ties Citation Index (A&HCI) as ‘HSS international journals’, and granted them 
with larger financial bonuses or higher weights in career development than most 
domestic publications (Xu et al. 2019).

The ‘985’ and ‘211’ projects were key national projects initiated in the 1990s 
to improve the research capacity of selected top Chinese universities (China 
Academic Degrees & Graduate Education Information 2009; China Academic 
Degrees & Graduate Education Information 2012). In the late 2010s, ‘Project 
985’ and ‘Project 211’ were replaced by the ‘Double First-Class Programme’ to 
build ‘double first-class universities’ and ‘double first-class disciplines’ (Ministry 
of Education et al. 2017). All ‘985’ and ‘211’ universities remained in the ‘Dou-
ble First-Class Programme’, while 25 non-985/211 universities entered the new 
initiative (Ministry of Education et al. 2017).

Bibliometric studies suggest that one outcome of both policy emphasis and 
institutional incentives has been a growth of SSCI and A&HCI publications by 
Chinese academics (Liu et  al. 2015). Some scholars perceived the growth as a 
manifestation of the increasing global visibility of Chinese research (e.g. Jiang 
2017). In this interpretation, publication incentives are seen as a timely and 
effective means to address the risk of marginalization of Chinese research and 
knowledge.

Some scholars expressed concerns over a potential predicament of ‘self-col-
onization’ (Dang 2005: 68) – due to the over-emphasis on international publi-
cations, Chinese HSS academics may ‘accept Western concepts and theoretical 
frameworks without critical scrutiny and creative thinking’ (Deng 2010: 182), 
and focus more on Western issues or selectively on Chinese issues of interest to 
Western countries (Zhu 2009). Chinese central government shared a similarly 
cautious tone. Over the past decade, the government has issued a series of poli-
cies, urging universities and academics to respect both national and international 
research, avoid the tendency to emphasise quantity over quality, make rational 
use of citation indices like SCI, SSCI, A&HCI, and CSSCI (Chinese Social Sci-
ences Citation Index), and recognize the distinctiveness of each discipline and 
various types of research achievements (Ministry of Education 2011b; General 
Office of the CCP Central Committee and General Office of the State Council 
2018; Ministry of Education and Ministry of Science and Technology 2020). Par-
ticularly, several  policies issued by the central government in 2020 emphasised 
the importance of publications in domestic journals, and advocated against using 
SSCI- or SCI-related metrics as the direct basis for research evaluations (Ministry 
of Education 2020; Ministry of Education and Ministry of Science and Technol-
ogy 2020; Ministry of Science and Technology 2020). 
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Publication Metrics as a Proxy of Research Internationalization

The notion of international research and the indicators by which to judge it are shaped 
not only by national policy but also by institutional and disciplinary cultures. Numer-
ous institutions worldwide have used counts of papers and impact factor as monitor-
ing tools for research performance, largely on grounds of convenience and apparent 
objectivity, which has triggered scholarly and public controversy (e.g. Butler 2003; 
Chou 2014). Notably, there has been push-back from scholarly communities worldwide 
against the indiscriminate use of journal-based metrics (such as impact factors) as a 
proxy of research quality, see for instance the San Francisco Declaration on Research 
Assessment (DORA) (American Society for Cell Biology 2012).

Language-wise, the concept of ‘international publications’ is interpreted in many 
countries as English language publications (Lillis and Curry 2010), or simply as SCI, 
SSCI, and A&HCI publications, as is the case in China (Xu 2020a). This is despite 
the widely acknowledged linguistic, geographical, disciplinary, epistemological, and 
ideological limitations or bias of those databases (Klein and Chiang 2004; Archam-
bault et al. 2006; Mongeon and Paul-Hus 2016). For instance, 88% SSCI journals are 
published in English, the four China-based journals are English-medium, and there is 
no Chinese-medium SSCI journal (Web of Science Group 2020). Thus, when SSCI 
journals are equated to ‘international journals’, as Lillis and Curry (2010) noted, ‘inter-
national’ becomes almost synonymous with ‘Anglophone’.

Disciplinary cultures further influence both the quality and significance of publica-
tion and citation data, and their relevance for use in evaluation contexts. As research 
governance policies for HSS often follow suit with those for NS (Donovan 2005), 
scholars have cautioned against simply borrowing evaluation methodologies from NS 
to HSS, which may place significant weight on bibliometric data (Nederhof 2006; 
Hsuan and Chang 2008; Qin and Zhang 2008). Scholars argued that HSS research dif-
fers from NS research, in terms of local or international orientation, epistemic char-
acteristics, the level of English language dominance, and the most common outcome 
types (Nederhof 2006; Reale et al. 2018).

In response, suggestions (some of which were directly relevant to the Chinese con-
text) to improve the use of bibliometric indicators in HSS research assessment have 
included proposals for alternative databases that may be more comprehensive (Hicks 
and Wang 2010); for field-normalization of citation metrics (Moed 2010; Li et al. 2013; 
Waltman et  al. 2013); or for combinations of citation metrics with other evaluation 
methods, such as informed peer review (Garfield 2003) or expert review (Franceschet 
and Costantini 2011).

Managerial Culture and Performative Accountability

Recent models of research governance have changed how institutions frame aca-
demic work, academic performance, and the relationship between the differ-
ent constituent parts of the university and the relationship to society and industry 
(Deem et  al. 2007; Fanghanel 2011). The use of metrics and quantifiable targets 
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of performance is at the heart of that change, which was summarized critically by 
Kelly and Burrows (2012: 130) as the ‘performative co-construction of academic 
life through myriad metrics’.

Managerialism and the associated performative accountability regimes have had 
impact at the macro-level on policies and systems, and at the meso- and micro-levels 
of basic units and individuals (Henkel 2005; Scott 2006). Research on academics 
under managerialism (characterized by ideologies and practices of competition, con-
trol and hierarchical accountability) has identified influences on academics’ iden-
tity and autonomy, and on quality assurance in teaching and research (e.g. Mont-
gomery 2011; Lucas 2006; Kolsaker 2008; Slaughter and Leslie 1997; Trow 1994). 
Academics may face intense institutional pressures on individual research horizons 
(Fanghanel 2011), and as Blackmore (2003: 5) puts it, ‘the management of knowl-
edge production and dissemination has become the core work of universities, reposi-
tioning academics as managed professionals’.

Arguably, the publication incentive mechanism in China is symptomatic of a 
managerial culture, where universities use incentives to translate their performative 
pressures into academics’ accountability (Xu 2020b). Nonetheless, the picture of 
academic autonomy in Chinese academia differs from that in the West, especially in 
the HSS (Gao and Zheng 2018). Chinese academics live in a paradoxical situation in 
which they strive for autonomy while aligning their academic pursuits with national 
interests (Zha and Shen 2018), which are underpinned by publishing incentives. 
This delicate situation is ripe for an investigation into how such incentives affect the 
research cultures in which academics operate.

Methodology

This study draws on 75 interviews with 65 HSS academics and six senior university 
administrators from six Chinese universities, and four Chinese HSS journal editors. 
The six case universities were selected from the 116 ‘985’ and ‘211’ universities, 
with consideration of their geographical locations, research capacity, and distinct 
characteristics. Three were formerly ‘985’ universities and three ‘211’ universities, 
and three HSS-oriented universities and three NS-oriented universities. All three 
‘985’ universities are also ‘double first-class universities’, and all three ‘211’ uni-
versities have ‘double first-class disciplines’. The universities are located in north-
ern China (identified as Uni-NA and Uni-NB), eastern China (Uni-EA and Uni-EB), 
western China (Uni-W), and central China (Uni-C).

HSS academic interviewees were selected through a purposive, criterion-based 
sampling strategy, aiming for variation and balance along the following criteria: 
institutional affiliation, discipline, employment function, career stage, and pub-
lication record. Nine interviewees were from Uni-NA, seven from Uni-NB, 11 
from Uni-EA, 13 from Uni-EB, ten from Uni-W, and 15 from Uni-C. 27 academ-
ics were from the Humanities, and 38 from Social Sciences. 15 were assistant 
professors, 29 were associate professors, and 21 were professors. 31 had overseas 
educational backgrounds, and other 26 had overseas academic visiting experi-
ences. 41 had international publications. Four of them served as part-time editors 



474	 X. Xu et al.

1 3

for English journals, and six held departmental senior administrative roles. Inter-
viewees also included four Chinese journal editors from an SSCI journal, an 
A&HCI journal, and two CSSCI journals, as well as six senior administrators 
(SA) who had participated in creating university-level incentive policies.

The interviews were conducted during September to October 2016 and Feb-
ruary to May 2017 by one author in Mandarin Chinese. Ethical clearance was 
obtained from the authors’ university research ethics committee. 71 interviews 
were audio-recorded; note-taking was used for the other four, all upon partici-
pants’ consent.

Interview data were coded through three rounds of coding, starting with data 
immersion and open coding. This process generated a rich set of basic, close-
to-text codes, and was followed by pattern coding to develop themes and cate-
gories (Saldaña 2013). Table 1 displays an example of codes and themes. Tech-
niques of clustering, comparing, contrasting, and building logical connections 
between codes (Rietjens 2015) were used to generate, in the final stage of cod-
ing, the themes around which the remainder of this paper is structured. Table 1 
shows some examples of the codes. At each stage of coding, qualitative reliability 
checks took place with assistance from the co-authors.

This paper quotes English phrases and Chinese phrases/sentences used by 
interviewees that are important. English phrases are quoted in italics. Chinese 
phrases/sentences are either translated or cited in the pinyin form, supplemented 
with Chinese characters and English translations. Back-translation of interview 
quotes has been conducted to minimize the risk of misrepresentation of partici-
pants’ views.

Findings: ‘Opening Pandora’s Box’? Rising Tensions in Research 
Cultures

The findings revealed widespread awareness of the incentives for HSS international 
publications, coupled with serious concerns about the potential undesirable influ-
ences on research values, norms, and standards. One academic interviewed was wor-
ried that incentive schemes might ‘open Pandora’s box’, bringing undesirable harm 
to Chinese HSS academia. Many of the findings presented in this section resonate 
with this point of view.

Participants used some common language to describe the influences of the 
schemes. For example, six academics and one senior administrator commented that 
incentive schemes were like ‘the conductor’s batons’ (zhi hui bang 指挥棒), guid-
ing and influencing all academics. Five interviewees maintained that incentives and 
the attached values would shape the ‘ecology of academia’ in various ways. Par-
ticipants argued that incentive schemes had challenged or reinforced certain internal 
and external conflicts in the research culture, particularly perceived between interna-
tionalization and indigenization, quality and quantification, integrity and instrumen-
talism, equity and inequity. Each of these major themes is explored further in this 
section of the findings.
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Internationalization and Indigenization

The interviews demonstrated a  prevailing  awareness of internationalization in 
Chinese higher education, as 45 of the participants talked about ‘internationali-
zation’, including one journal editor, two senior administrators, and 42 academ-
ics. Many participants recognized internationalization as a strategic goal of their 
institutions, manifested in various guises, such as encouraging international pub-
lications, recruiting returnees or foreign faculty members, establishing cross-
institutional cooperation for overseas student exchanges or academic visits, and 
requiring the internationalization of teaching and curriculum. Participants noted 
that academics engaged in international research activities would generally be 
better positioned to publish internationally:

In our department, academics who can publish internationally are those who 
had received education abroad, served as post-doctoral researchers overseas, 
conducted academic visits at foreign institutions, or collaborated with for-
eign academics. Only through such processes, will they gradually become 
familiar with it. Academics who had international publications like me all 
shared similar experiences. (Academic-W10)

Most academics interviewed perceived the incentives for international publica-
tions as ‘an institutional signal’ (Academic-C8) or a ‘lever’ for internationaliza-
tion (Academic-EA8), to ‘guide and motivate’ academics to become internation-
alized (Academic-C8). Some academics deemed the trend of internationalization 
as ‘essential’ or ‘inevitable’ to the development of their discipline or institution 

Table 1.   Examples of codes

Interview excerpts Open coding Pattern coding Themes

“The recently reformed incen-
tive policy is, as we tu bie see 
it, very striking. Returnees 
... are bringing us huge 
impacts.”

[Academic-C12]

Incentive scheme’s influences 
on non-returnees

Returnees’ impacts on non-
returnees under the incentive 
scheme

‘Tu bie’

Inequity: returnees ver-
sus non-returnees

Equity and 
Inequity

“It (Publishing internationally) 
will take me lots of time, as I 
am not hai gui like some oth-
ers are. Since the beginning 
of my academic training,  
the training has not been in 
English.”

[Academic-EA8]

Incentive scheme’s influences 
on non-returnees

Returnees’ advantages in inter-
national publications (with 
training in academic English 
writing)

‘Hai gui’

Inequity: returnees ver-
sus non-returnees

Equity and 
Inequity

“Foreign universities empha-
size on research methodolo-
gies training, so almost all 
those coming back from 
overseas can publish in some 
core international journals.”

[Academic-W10]

Returnees’ advantages in 
international publications 
(with training in research 
methodology)

Inequity: returnees ver-
sus non-returnees

Equity and 
Inequity
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(e.g. Academic-EA3, C8, W10), and they reported a supportive or compliant atti-
tude: ‘Since it is inevitable, what we can do is to adapt to it’ (Academic-C12). 
International publications, under such circumstances, were treated as ‘carriers’ or 
‘instruments’ for internationalization:

For internationalization or international communications, international 
publications might be very important carriers or instruments. ... Once pub-
lished, papers will stay there forever. For people conducting research on 
the same topic around the world, if you publish in English, they will learn 
about you; but if you publish in Chinese, communications would normally 
be restrained to domestic academia. There might be exceptions for some 
China-related topics or some particularly good papers, which might be stud-
ied by some foreign academics researching China. (Academic-NA3)

However, some interviewees argued for the indigenization of Chinese HSS, as 
they observed domestic research being treated as inferior to international research 
under the incentive schemes. They proposed that internationalization agendas 
should move from a ‘superficial level’ (Academic-C1) of simply ‘chanting slo-
gans’ (han kou hao, 喊口号) (Academic-C9), to a more balanced, substantial, and 
confident approach. Academic-EB4 noted that the university’s over-emphasis on 
internationalization reflected a lack of confidence in domestic research. Similarly, 
Academic-W2 commented that:

Most Chinese universities now lack confidence, relying on others’ standards 
for evaluation. But in the future, I believe we will have more self-confidence, 
thinking we are doing excellent research, and we do not need to borrow exter-
nal standards for assessments.

‘Going out’ and ‘discourse power’, the two terms highlighted in Chinese national 
policies for internationalization, appeared in interviews with 14 academics, two sen-
ior administrators, and one journal editor. Most mentions were aligned with govern-
ment policies to encourage the strengthening of Chinese voices in international aca-
demia, particularly by harnessing the unique empirical and theoretical contributions 
of Chinese HSS:

If you think about our Social Sciences research, ever since the 1500s, the 
terms, concepts, or the whole discourse system were shaped by Western 
research. We failed to find and showcase our uniqueness to interpret Chinese 
experiences or evidence. Now we are just borrowing Western theories to inter-
pret some facts in China, rather than using our cases to develop theories fur-
ther. (Academic-NB5)

Some participants shared similar opinions, arguing that Chinese academics should 
‘go out’ to ‘introduce more Chinese research to the world and deepen discussions 
with each other’ (SA-EA). Academic-W4 argued that internationalization is for 
reciprocal communications rather than one-sided ‘learning from them’, and that pro-
moting Chinese research to the world reflected an improved level of self-confidence: 
‘Promulgating and spreading the civilization means we are confident’.
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Quality and Quantity

Although a few academics and senior administrators considered incentives as focus-
ing more on quality than quantity, 26 interviewees commented on ‘quantitative eval-
uation’. They referred to ‘quantity’ as the number of publications, the impact factors, 
or citations counts, which were used in incentive policies and evaluation regulations. 
For instance, Academic-EA1 remarked: ‘We (the university) only look at numbers. 
How many so-called SSCI papers you have published – this is something count-
able.’ Academic-W8 also pointed out: ‘Although we emphasize quality, you have to 
meet the quantitative thresholds first, since they will first count how many publica-
tions you have’.

Some academics criticized the quantitative evaluation culture, arguing that it 
‘corresponds to the bureaucratic and administrative culture in higher education’ 
(Academic-EB9) and ‘will ruin academic research’ (Academic-EA5). Academic-
EB4 underlined that since it was no longer difficult for most of his colleagues to 
publish internationally, the real priorities should be research quality and impact: 
‘We should see whether those publications have real influences and are genuinely 
good articles’. Academic-NB1 had recently failed in a promotion assessment, and 
argued that the incentives for international publications would lead to an evaluation 
environment where only numbers mattered:

Everyone will focus on papers, the more, the merrier; English is better than 
others. … They do not look at results, regardless of what is being published, 
what is the contribution to society, whether it is innovative or not. This is 
the impression my department has left me, because they told me this is the 
case, that I did not have an adequate number of publications.

Academic-W4 reflected that it remained difficult to assess individuals based on 
quantitative measures and without the ‘reification’ (wu hua, 物化) of them. He 
explained that through ‘reification’, which is the treatment and alienation (yi hua, 
异化) of people as things (Lukács 1971), academics are not assessed as individ-
ual human beings, but as performative entities represented and reflected by exter-
nal characteristics like the number of publications. A quote by Academic-EB8 
illustrates the pitfall of reification: ‘One must become a hen to lay eggs for us (for 
the institution). Everyone is a clucking hen, laying eggs for us every day’.

Academic-EB8 suggested that academics’ professional life should be assessed 
as a holistic entity comprising teaching, publications, moral standards, and social 
responsibility. However, he thought the current ‘Academic GDP-ism’ (xueshu 
GDP zhuyi, 学术 GDP 主义), which mainly focuses on numbers, would shrink 
all aspects of academic life to one dimension, that is publications. Similarly, some 
academics expressed concerns that teaching could be ‘devalued’ (Academic-
WH11), since teaching weighed less than publications in incentives and evalu-
ations – ‘as important as it is, teaching appears inferior to research’ (Academic-
W4). Participants noted that incentive schemes had resulted in some ‘academic 
celebrities’ (Academic-WH11) who ‘prioritized publications’ (Academic-SHB8) 
and ‘sacrificed the needs of students’ (Academic-WH11).
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Meanwhile, some interviewees noted the benefits of quantification in research 
evaluation, while acknowledging its limitations. A comment by Academic-EB1 
captures this mixed attitude. He remarked that indicators and rankings were like 
‘distorting mirrors’ (ha ha jing, 哈哈镜) in amusement parks, which can tell peo-
ple something but not everything, providing an image for one’s reference but with 
misrepresentation:

I often think looking at rankings or statistics was like looking into a distort-
ing mirror – they will change your shape, making you look thinner or fatter. 
Images will appear differently on each distorting mirror, and we are looking 
at a different image of ourselves from what we truly are. However, since 
they are mirrors, we can at least have a rough idea of how we look. We can 
have a rough image, while realizing the image is twisted. … We can choose 
to look at them, but do not regard them as the whole truth.

Some participants considered numbers to be relatively free from human interven-
tion. They regarded the quantification in evaluations as an objective means ‘in a 
nepotistic society (ren qing she hui, 人情社会) like China’ (Academic-EB1, EB5, 
C5). ‘Non-academic factors’ were brought up by 30 interviewees as influential in 
Chinese academia, which included the interference of interpersonal relationship 
(guan xi, 关系; or ren qing, 人情), academic corruption or misconduct, adminis-
trative power, and the monopoly of established scholars or institutions.

An illustrative notion is ‘(academic) circle’ (quan zi, 圈子; or xue shu quan, 学术
圈), mentioned by 35 academics and senior administrators. The term was sometimes 
used neutrally as a synonym to ‘academia’. But several academics used its conno-
tation, indicating the protectionism within certain ‘circles’ and the exclusivism for 
those outside the ‘circles’. ‘Circles’ can be classified by location, discipline, lan-
guage, research strands, or as some described that within Chinese academia, bonded 
with interpersonal relationship. Participants talked about ‘international (academic) 
circle’, ‘SSCI circle’, ‘domestic (academic) circle’, ‘Chinese-speaking circle’, ‘our 
circle’, and ‘their circle’. All ‘circles’ appeared to be separated, hierarchical, and 
closed spaces where one is either an outsider or can ‘enter’ and ‘be there’ as an 
insider. Nobody talked about ‘leaving’ a circle, as if the status of being in a circle 
would be permanent. Several participants noted a ‘small-circle-ism’ (xiao quan zi 
zhu yi, 小圈子主义) in domestic academia, when close ties between circle mem-
bers can circumvent academic integrity in publishing and evaluations, or when the 
circle leaders monopolize resources and pathways to academic development. Conse-
quently, some expressed the view that to flourish in parts of the Chinese academia, 
one may need to be in the right ‘circle’.

Under such circumstances, some participants believed that Chinese academia was 
not fair enough to rely solely on qualitative evaluation measures such as peer review, 
and that counting numbers is ‘the best option before a healthy academic commu-
nity is formed’ (Academic-EA1). Academic-EA4, NB7, EB10, and administrator 
at Uni-C all associated such quantitative evaluation to the Chinese national college 
entrance exam, which relies heavily on test scores rather than on qualitative evalu-
ation measures. They argued that although educational inequity was unavoidable, 
the exam was the most ‘equal’, ‘objective’, and ‘manageable’ system available for 
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the selection of students; and by extension, so were evaluations of research based on 
quantity.

Integrity and Instrumentalism

A range of academic values were reported as being challenged or reinforced by insti-
tutional incentives. Particularly, academics depicted a strengthened notion of aca-
demic rigor, the perceived threats to their internal academic commitment, and a rise 
of instrumentalism.

Some academics reported an enhanced awareness of professionalism and rigor 
in academia, which they attributed to learning from foreign academics and journals 
through international exchanges, collaboration, and publications. For instance, many 
academics perceived international journals as having more rigorous peer review pro-
cesses than domestic journals. Seven academics described their submission process 
to domestic journals with the same Chinese idiom, ‘shi chen da hai’ (石沉大海, 
translated as ‘like a pebble dropped into the ocean’), meaning they had never heard 
anything back.

A group of academics expressed their intention to change the situation, by 
providing comprehensive, timely, and professional comments when serving as 
reviewers for domestic journals, and setting up rigorous peer review procedures 
when establishing or editing domestic journals. Some participants argued for 
building an ‘academic community’ (xue shu gong tong ti, 学术共同体), a notion 
developed from Polanyi’s (1962: 57) ‘scientific community’. In interviews, an 
‘academic community’ was depicted as different from the ‘small-circle-ism’; and 
as an open, equal, autonomous, and ethical space where every member follows 
academic ethics and professionalism. As Academic-EB12 noted, the improve-
ment of academic rigor is not dependent on ‘chanting slogans’ or by administra-
tive means; rather, ‘it relies on the efforts and participation of each member in the 
academic community’. Several academics and editors reported that the standard 
of domestic research had indeed improved:

I believe, overall, the level of rigor is improving, particularly with more and 
more academics coming back... After seeing how things are done in a more 
standardized way, you will naturally try your best to do it that way, so the 
situation is improving. (Academic-EB12)

Nonetheless, academics interviewed demonstrated a common concern of instru-
mentalism shaped by the incentives. 15 interviewees used the term ‘gong li’ (
功利) in discussions about research cultures, which can be translated literally as 
‘utility and efficacy’ or ‘fame and wealth’; and when used as an adjective, the 
synonym in English is ‘utilitarian’. A related phrase ‘ji gong jin li’ (急功近利) 
was brought up by five participants, meaning ‘seeking instant success and quick 
profits’. Six academics also used the phrase ‘tou ji’ (投机), meaning ‘opportun-
ism’, to express their concerns about incentives’ influences on research cultures.

‘Fame and wealth’, as perceived by some academics, already lurked in con-
temporary academia (Academic-C6). For example, Academic-W9 admitted that 
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although academic interest was one of her biggest research motivations, she did 
not deny having secondary ‘utilitarian’ motivations, such as being promoted to a 
professorship. But, as Academic-C1 and Academic-EB1 commented, the finan-
cial incentives for publications in top journals were leading academics to chase 
utilitarian goals more directly. As Academic-EB5 remarked:

The problem is why policymakers would not simply provide more decent 
salaries for academics, for them to do research and teaching without further 
concerns. On the one hand, the wages are low; on the other hand, policy-
makers are using bait to lure academics. … This system turns some aca-
demic researchers into ‘academic laborers’, as making money with papers is 
like the way laborers earn a living. ... Is academic work just a way of mak-
ing a living? This is a horrible thing.

Some academics were concerned that the instrumentalism may impede the 
healthy development of HSS academia, resulting in people ‘flooding’ SSCI jour-
nals with low-quality submissions (Academic-C4, C12) or leading to plagiarism 
or faking research data as had been reported in NS (Academic-W2, NA4). Inter-
viewees raised examples when what they called ‘opportunists’ benefited from 
‘playing the game’. For instance, the case of one ‘SSCI professor’ in HSS was 
mentioned as ‘a big joke’ by an interviewee. That ‘SSCI professor’ had published 
five SSCI papers within five years, and was consequently promoted to professor 
at ‘the speed of a rocket’. However, all papers were published in one SSCI journal 
focusing on NS areas rather than the professor’s own discipline, and s/he had not 
published anything in Chinese. Academic-W2 and EA8 raised similar examples.

Participants argued that the encouragement for short-term and instant outputs by 
incentive schemes contradicted the nature of HSS research, which required long-
term preparation, immersion, and thinking. Academic-W2 commented that the envi-
ronment of chasing instant benefits reflected ‘an anxiety’ in academia, which was a 
‘terrible thing’:

This is an interesting academic ecology: what is awarded, and what you can 
produce to gain benefits – everything is totally legal, and through this process, 
I can get lots of money, lots of titles, and more money behind those titles. … 
But research needs immersion and accumulation, not impetuosity. … Such 
policies may work in the short-term. But if it continues, eventually, academ-
ics would not be incentivized to conduct in-depth and delicate research. For 
instance, if you spend lots of time writing something that may end up as 3,000 
pages long, you cannot get the outcome immediately; neither would you be 
recognized soon. However, others may spend a few days writing a paper and 
get hundreds of thousands in bonuses. I think the latter would be a tremendous 
appeal to anyone.

Some academics perceived conflict between their internal commitment to research 
and external performative pressures. Interviewees reported various motivations 
to publish internationally beyond just financial or career related incentives, but 
also for self-development and actualization, intellectual communication, scholarly 
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recognition, and societal impact. Academic-W9 and Academic-EA10 both under-
scored that academics should be guided by the intrinsic pursuit of truth and intellec-
tual curiosity, rather than by external requirements or administrative forces, which 
would violate pure academic pursuits. Other participants agreed that the motiva-
tion of research should not be ‘getting higher scores’ (Academic-NA4) or ‘making 
money’ (Academic-NB1); if so, they had to ‘fight with’ their values and ideals (Aca-
demic-NB1, C1). Some argued ‘the research will not be uncontaminated if you are 
aiming at incentives’ (Academic-C13), which ‘will betray the fundamental purpose 
of conducting research’ (Academic-NA4, C10).

A few academics noted that one might need to strike a compromise between 
upholding academic values and being instrumental. Academic-EB7 observed that 
while some academics felt the conflicts, they had separated their academic job into 
two parts, one for fulfilling requirements and being instrumental, and the other for 
their academic interests and pursuits. As an illustrative example, Academic-EA1 
perceived less external pressure as a professor, but he realized that his previous 
supervisee, a newly-employed assistant professor, was under circumstances where 
one may have to ‘bow to reality’ to live on. Because his supervisee has a high level 
of English proficiency, Academic-EA1 encouraged him/her to publish in English:

I told him/her, why not make use of the system? As long as you remain true to 
your original values, why not? Such systems could produce some opportunists, 
but so long as you do not become over-utilitarian in the future. You first try to 
adapt to it. You must pass the assessment, since there is no other way around. 
What else can we do?

Such statements echoed comments made by Academic-C12, who was an assistant 
professor:

I am treating it as a job now, not something else we used to think it was, espe-
cially how we thought it was when we were students. When you treat it as a 
job, you feel okay with many things. Just do a good job, and do not be too 
idealistic. After all, you have to consider the life of your partner and children.

Nonetheless, Academic-EA1 felt optimistic. He saw current measures as tempo-
rary, a phase that would end when sufficient numbers of academics reach the current 
requirement, thus prompting the university to raise its standards and ‘eliminate those 
opportunists’.

Equity and Inequity

Academics presented various views on whether incentives had increased the level 
of equity or, to the contrary, had intensified inequities among scholars. Some aca-
demics considered the incentives and the consequent metric-based evaluations as 
relatively ‘fair’ and ‘equal’ criteria free from human interventions (Academic-NB7); 
as Academic-NA9 stated, ‘to test whether you have done good research, just try to 
publish it in English’.
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However, a large number of interviewees perceived a direct or indirect contribu-
tion of incentives for international publications to reinforcing inequity in academia. 
They argued those who can publish internationally were like ‘feng mao lin jiao’ (凤
毛麟角, a Chinese idiom used by Academic-C5, literally translated as ‘phoenix’s 
feather and unicorn’s horn’, meaning ‘extremely rare and valuable’), so it is uneq-
uitable if only international publications were prioritized. It could create a win-lose 
situation as Academic-EB3 noted: ‘The reward for some people is the deprivation of 
others’.

A commonly raised reason for inequity was the perceived ‘yi dao qie’ (一刀
切, literally translated as ‘cutting everything with one stroke’, meaning ‘one size 
fits all’) in policy-making and implementation. Nine interviews from different insti-
tutions and disciplines used this term to accuse institutions of judging academics 
from various backgrounds by a single standard. Academic-C1 noted that ‘yi dao 
qie’ policy did not ‘respect the dignity of academics’, since ‘everyone has his/her 
own peculiarity, the policy should encourage everyone to bring the best out of one-
self.’ Academic-EB12 also remarked that ‘yi dao qie’ management ‘is not respectful 
of the nature of academic research’, which is ‘definitely not delicate management’. 
Academic-W4 held that such policies tended to look for homogeneity, and as a result 
neglect the potential importance of heterogeneity in academic cultures.

Four groups of comparison emerged from interviews, which represent four fac-
ets of inequity as deemed most sensitive to the influences of incentive schemes. 
They are comparisons of academics from different universities, from different disci-
plines, between returnee and non-returnee academics, and between junior and senior 
academics.

(1) Academics from different universities
Many interviewees compared their own university to others, some of which 

were among the six case universities in this study. Participants often distinguished 
between NS-oriented universities and HSS-oriented universities. Academics from 
Uni-EA, Uni-NB, and Uni-W constantly mentioned that since their universities were 
traditionally NS-oriented, senior administrators were more science-minded and were 
more familiar with outputs in NS, resulting in the tendency to use quantitative met-
rics in institutional incentive policies.

Uni-EA and Uni-EB were brought up as a pair for comparison, with Uni-EA 
as more NS-oriented and Uni-EB more HSS-oriented. Participants reported that 
although Uni-EB incentivized HSS international publications, international pub-
lications were not a requisite for promotion or research evaluations like in some 
departments at Uni-EA. They perceived incentive policies at Uni-EB as not ‘strict’, 
‘intense’ or ‘imposing’ (Academic-EB7, EB8, EB9), and considered the research 
environment as relatively ‘relaxed’ (Academic-EB1, EB5), ‘free’ (Academic-EB5, 
EB6, EB12), and ‘humanistic’/ ‘human-oriented’ (yi ren wei ben, 以人为本) (Aca-
demic-EB8, EB12). Academic-EB1 concluded that Uni-EA appeared more like an 
‘industrial society’ focusing on efficiency, while Uni-EB seemed like a leisurely 
‘agricultural society’. He thought although Uni-EB may be surpassed by Uni-EA 
on university rankings because of this ‘leisurely’ style, the flip side of it was a 
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‘better atmosphere and less pressure’ (Academic-EA5), which was a research cul-
ture admired by a few interviewees from Uni-EA.

Participants used comparisons to suggest that their own university should offer 
more monetary bonuses for international publications, as they felt it was unfair to 
receive lower monetary rewards than their counterparts in other institutions. For 
instance, Academic-NA5 complained that another university awarded more than 
¥30,000 for SSCI publications, much more than that at Uni-NA. Academic-NB2 
said that her SSCI publications could earn her ¥80,000 or ¥30,000 in some other 
universities, while it was only rewarded with ¥10,000 at her university. Moreo-
ver, Academic-C4 pointed out that a top international publication could be worth 
¥100,000 at another university, but not at Uni-C. Academic-EB1, W5, and EB6 
also noticed that some non-‘985’ or non-‘211’ universities implemented stronger 
incentives for international publications, due to a lack of such publications at 
those institutions.

(2) Academics from different disciplines
Participants drew comparisons between HSS and NS, arguing that NS subjects 

might be more suitable than HSS to become internationalized, and that publish-
ing internationally was easier in NS than in HSS. Participants suggested that the 
language requirements for NS publications might be lower than that for HSS pub-
lications, as one can use equations and numeric data to express ideas in NS (Aca-
demic-EB7, C15), while ‘HSS publications may require literary delicacy’ (Aca-
demic-C5). Another reason raised was that NS dealt with ‘universal’ problems 
(Academic-NA3, W4, W8), while questions in HSS research were often rooted in 
the local context:

If I research cement, American academics can also examine the cement. 
However, Social Sciences research is about people, who are influenced by 
social structures, socio-economic development, and socio-cultural elements. 
Therefore, some disciplines can be internationalized, while others are dif-
ficult to become internationalized. (Academic-W8)

Academic-NA5 argued SCI papers were often shorter and with more standard-
ized and replicable formats as compared to SSCI papers. A participant remarked 
that SCI journals outnumbered SSCI journals – with for instance, thousands of SCI 
journals in Computer Sciences, but only around ten in Translation. Academic-NB4, 
Academic-NA6, and Academic-W10 considered teamwork as useful to reduce prep-
aration time for NS publications, while it was not the common working mode in 
every HSS discipline.

Participants acknowledged that HSS international publications were not as highly 
valued as NS publications according to the incentives. 12 academics noted publica-
tions in Nature and Science could bring millions of Chinese RMB in bonuses, far 
more than the bonuses for top publications in HSS. The differences extended beyond 
monetary value to institutional recognition and support. Both Academic-NB4 and 
NB5 talked about such differences perceived at their university, which were summa-
rized in the comments by Academic-NB4:
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Since we all work at the same university, we will compare disciplines and 
departments. … Our university is overly concerned about NS. For example, 
if someone published in Nature or Science, the university will hang banners 
on campus, and give them awards of ¥500,000 or much more… Publishing 
an SSCI paper would not make the heart of our university leaders miss a 
beat, but a paper in Nature will. … We do not expect to be as highly valued 
as NS, but it would be good if we have more space and platforms for devel-
opment.

Academics suggested a differentiation in approaches to incentivizing and assess-
ing HSS research. According to academics across disciplines (e.g. Academic-NA2 
from French, Academic-EA4 from Media, and Academic-EB5 from Chinese), HSS 
research required a long period of accumulation, while NS research demanded fast-
pace innovation. As Academic-EA4 put it, ‘a professor in HSS may not reach their 
peak in their 30s or 40s’, but ‘many professors in NS made their greatest achieve-
ments at younger ages’. Consequently, academics opposed incentives based on 
expecting a certain number of HSS publications per year, since they argued that an 
academic in HSS might need many years to produce a great piece of work. Inter-
viewees like Academic-NA7 also thought monographs were often undervalued in 
incentives despite being essential to HSS research.

Within HSS disciplines, academics reported inequity among various subjects, 
since the blanket incentive scheme failed to address different levels of internation-
alization and publishing difficulties within HSS areas. As academics within or out-
side those fields observed, disciplines like Economics, Management, and Business 
tended to be at the higher end of the internationalization continuum, and publish-
ing in international journals had already become a norm in those disciplines (noted 
by Academic-NA2, W4, EB4, NA7, C8, EA11, C12). A participant mentioned that 
their Department of Economics awarded SSCI publications with as high as ¥200,000 
bonuses, much higher than most university-level bonuses. In addition, academics 
from English disciplines were considered by some participants to be more capable 
of publishing internationally because of their language proficiency.

Inequity was perceived differently within each discipline and among academics 
focusing on different topic areas. For instance, Academic-EB11 from Chinese His-
tory confronted the idea that there might be a considerable gap between interna-
tional and domestic research on Chinese History. Therefore, he thought it ‘hilari-
ous’ in his discipline to ‘think only internationalization could help us reach a good 
goal or foster academic development’. On the contrary, Academic-C14 from His-
tory observed that those researching World History might have certain advantages 
of perspectives for international publications. Similarly, Academic-EA9 suggested 
that scholars in Western Philosophy tended to be more internationalized than those 
in Chinese Philosophy.

(3) Returnees and non-returnees
Most participants considered returnee academics as having advantages over their 

non-returnee peers in international publications, thus benefiting more from incen-
tive schemes. Some non-returnee academics expressed an inferior stance to returnee 
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academics in interviews. For instance, returnees had a Chinese nickname as ‘hai gui’ 
(海归, literally translated as ‘sea turtle’), as the homophone of ‘return from over-
seas’ in Chinese. The antonym coined for non-returnees was ‘tu bie’ (土鳖, literally 
translated as ‘local softshell turtle’) with a slight (self)sarcastic connotation. Five 
interviewees used ‘tu bie’ to describe non-returnees, among whom four referred to 
themselves. For instance, Academic-C12 said:

I am a tu bie – I studied all the way in China, so I started publishing with a 
focus on domestic journals. … The recently reformed incentive policy is, as 
we tu bie see it, very striking. Returnees ... are bringing us huge impact.

Interviewees attributed returnee academics’ advantages to their ‘systematic 
research training abroad’ (Academic-C14). Returnees were considered to be famil-
iar with international research norms, publication formats, research questions, and 
academic English writing, as well as access to potential international networks and 
collaborators. Ten returnee academics confirmed publishing or planning to publish 
papers in English based on their master’s or doctoral theses, which had been writ-
ten in English and could be more easily converted into international publications. In 
comparison, a few participants like Academic-EA2 and Academic-W10 perceived 
doctoral training in China as inadequate. Returnee academics also reported interna-
tional publications as a more convenient choice for them, due to the difficulties of 
publishing in Chinese. They reported challenges like switching academic languages 
and vocabularies, changing writing styles, catering for different academic cultures, 
and a lack of local support and networks in Chinese academia.

(4) Junior academics and senior academics
Some academics saw publishing internationally as a way for junior academ-

ics to escape from the perceived ‘monopoly’ of established academics in Chinese 
academia, thus creating a field for ‘fair competition’ (Academic-W2). For instance, 
Academic-C6 described five types of academics he observed in ‘the ecology of Chi-
nese academia’: superstar academics, academic officials, academic teachers, aca-
demic researchers, and pure academics. He argued that the first two groups, who 
were often more senior, enjoyed more resources than others. Other participants also 
complained about the control of ‘magnates’ (da lao 大佬) (Academic-EA5, C5, 
NB5, EA8) or ‘faction leaders’ (shan tou 山头) (Academic-EA5, EA8) in their ‘aca-
demic circles’. Participants noted that the concentration of resources and the conse-
quent ‘Matthew effect’ (Academic-C5) associated with academic status and admin-
istrative power were reflected in domestic publications, research evaluations, grant 
applications, and career promotion (Academic-EA1, C5, EB5, EA7, EA8). Under 
such circumstances, Academic-NB5 remarked that there is limited space for a junior 
academic to break through domestically:

The monopoly in academic circles is fiercer than that in enterprises. Once a 
magnate becomes a renowned scholar, one will stay as a renowned scholar 
throughout their life. There is less and less space for junior academics. (Aca-
demic-NB5)
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Conversely, some interviewees argued that senior academics might be disadvantaged 
by current incentives. They commented that some established academics were not 
capable of publishing internationally, due to a lack of English proficiency and proper 
research training; while junior academics had better knowledge bases, academic 
vision, and the capability to communicate internationally (Academic-NB2, NA3). 
As the senior administrator at Uni-C explained, those senior academics who could 
not publish internationally were not the target group when they formulated incentive 
policies. Consequently, participants like Academic-W3 were concerned that such 
incentives could marginalize some senior academics, when they did not qualify for 
bonuses or further promotion due to the lack of international publications.

Discussion

The findings of this study point to a number of push and pull factors associated with 
incentive scheme policies, resulting in inclusion and exclusion concerns, equity 
and inequity issues, and rising apprehension over the impact on academic culture. 
These concerns give rise to the need for a wider discussion over the risk of manage-
rialism and degradation of researcher agency in internationalized research cultures, 
especially in contexts where narrowly focussed incentive policies and evaluation 
schemes are pervasive.

Managerialism and Academics’ Agency

The incentive schemes increased the institutional accountability of Chinese HSS 
academics, positioning them as ‘managed professionals’ (Blackmore 2003: 5) or as 
performative producers and consumers of publications. The emphasis of incentives 
on productivity and performativity shaped HSS academics’ research and careers, 
just as Olssen (2016) argued, leading to some academics conforming to external reg-
ulations and motivations, some of which were at odds with aspects of their academic 
values.

The conflicts between upholding one’s academic integrity and conforming to 
instrumentalism appeared as undesirable tensions rising from the current incentive 
systems, coupled with a utilitarian culture that favours instant benefits rather than 
long-term commitment. The conflicts between internal academic values and external 
incentive measures echo Cao’s (2014: 155) comment on ‘China’s Nobel Prize Pur-
suit’, that the top-down reward systems in China could be detrimental to core aca-
demic values that include ‘truth-seeking, intellectual curiosity, challenging author-
ity, and above all, freedom of inquiry’.

A managerial culture could also lead to the instrumental  reification and aliena-
tion of academics (Lukács 1971; Marx 1964), making the value, process, and out-
come of academic research externalised to researchers themselves. Under a blanket 
research policy, the value of academics could be simplified as equal to the num-
ber of their publications. Consequently, as Academic-EB8 commented, academics 
could become the ‘hens’ with their publications as ‘eggs’. In his statement, hens lay 
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eggs for the profit of the owners. The assumption is that academics do not truly own 
their publications and the publication itself does not matter, as publications will be 
translated into numbers for institutions (the perceived owner of academics and their 
academic outputs) to fulfil external evaluative goals like rankings. An alternative 
to the reifying culture is the ‘humanistic’ or ‘human-oriented’ (yi ren wei ben, 以
人为本) approach as perceived in case institutions like Uni-EB, where academics 
were not regarded as article-producing instruments that need to be managed, but 
respected as thinkers, researchers, scholars, or educators whose knowledge is intrin-
sically valuable.

Establishing a credible peer review system and a responsible academic commu-
nity is a potential way to execute the collective agency of academics. But as the cur-
rent study and existing literature revealed (e.g. Yang 2015; Cao 2014; Tenzin 2017), 
one major challenge exists. That is to uproot Chinese academia from a culturally 
nepotistic and administrative society, where academic ethics and quality can yield to 
non-academic factors and the power of ‘circles’.

Nonetheless, this paper, alongside the findings presented in Xu (2020b), identi-
fied discourses and actions leading to transformation in Chinese academia. Aca-
demics demonstrated the intention and potential to build an autonomous academic 
community free of ‘non-academic factors’, and break through the protectionism 
and hierarchies of established ‘circles’. This direction of change has been facilitated 
by recent national policies, which attempt to abolish the ‘supremacy of SCI’ (SCI 
zhi shang, SCI至上), and stress the need to establish a credible peer review system 
in research assessments  (Ministry of Education 2020; Ministry of Education and 
Ministry of Science and Technology 2020).  One document specifically urges peer 
reviewers to ‘abide by academic ethics, provide responsible review comments’ and 
follow the principle of avoidance in cases of conflict of interests (Ministry of Educa-
tion and Ministry of Science and Technology 2020).

One Size Does Not Fit All

Academia is not a single entity without variation. However, the recent  ‘yi dao qie’ 
(一刀切, one size fits all) incentive policies seem to suggest the opposite. Blanket 
research policies could lead to a homogenised academia where academics share sim-
ilar targets narrowed down by evaluative mechanisms.  They risk shrinking academ-
ics’ epistemic, imaginative, and practical space, thus encouraging them to translate 
various kinds of academic, cultural, social, and economic capital (Bourdieu 1986) 
into one single entity quantified for research evaluation: publications in specific 
journals. Risky, creative, or non-conventional research that falls outside the evalu-
ative target could be marginalized. The undesirable consequence, as Academic-C1 
commented, would be that ‘everyone is like a clone, and everyone is the same’.

The spotlight on publications could be detrimental to other activities such as 
teaching, as evidenced by the perceived devaluation of teaching by participants. 
Those findings confirm the points by Prendergast (1999: 8-9) that incentives on 
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certain aspects of the work could lead to agents ‘gaming’ the compensation sys-
tem, and reallocating activities towards directly compensated ones and away from 
uncompensated activities. It also corresponds to the comments by Hatch and Curry 
(2020: 2) from the DORA initiative that ‘the over-reliance on proxy measures that 
tend to be focused on research can discourage researchers from working on other 
activities that are also important to the mission of most research institutions, such as 
teaching, mentoring, and work that has societal impact’.

The ‘yi dao qie’ incentive scheme may generate new—or cement pre-existing—
inequity in academia. Although some participants perceived incentive schemes as 
challenging entrenched hierarchies, such as between junior and senior academics, 
this potential is based on another form of inequity between the prioritized interna-
tional publications and devalued indigenous research. While publishing internation-
ally and ‘going out’ can bring Chinese indigenous knowledge to global academia 
and pluralize global sciences, as voiced by some interviewees and other scholars 
(Dang 2005; Deng 2010), there is a danger to indigenous knowledge if research 
evaluation regimes legitimatize ‘western’ theories, methods, and research questions. 
Incentives may also strengthen perceptions of an inferior status of HSS in com-
parison with NS research and insidiously generate further hierarchies within HSS 
research, since some disciplines and research areas were perceived as more condu-
cive for international publication. In line with previous research, returnee academics 
expressed a willingness to publish internationally and perceived themselves as capa-
ble of producing international publications (e.g. Jonkers and Cruz-Castro 2013). 
Incentives could thereby reinforce returnee academics’ privileges in academia.

Conclusion

This study revealed the influences of incentives for international publications on 
research cultures in Chinese HSS, demonstrated by tensions between internation-
alization and indigenization, quality and quantity, integrity and instrumentalism, 
equity and inequity. Considering these tensions, we propose several implications for 
institutional policymaking, which speaks not only to China but also to other sys-
tems with incentive mechanisms that aim to stimulate research productivity via an 
increase in publication volume (Franzoni et al. 2011).

In general, we suggest that one size does not fit all, and that research incentives 
and evaluation mechanisms should aim for approaches that support open, ethical, 
equitable, autonomous, and generous research cultures. We suggest universities ena-
ble ‘human-oriented’ rather than ‘output-oriented’ knowledge practices and research 
cultures, which can value and support academics as thinkers, researchers, scholars, 
educators, rather than managing them as merely producers of measurable research 
output. Despite structural constraints, academics have a certain level of agency to 
challenge  prevailing research cultures. For that to happen, more academics could 
be engaged in decision-making and implementation of research evaluations. Finally, 
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the evaluation of research should not be only based on publication counts and other 
narrow or wrongly extrapolated metrics, but evaluations should consider the intrin-
sic value, quality, originality, contribution, and impact of knowledge and research, in 
local, national, and international contexts.
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