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PURSUING PRODUCTIVITY,
EXCELLENCE AND OTHER

RESEARCH SNARKS: A
Critigue of Current Atiitudes

Universities are ultimately responsible to the socie-
ties that sustain them for the quallty of their
research product. The ideas, explanations, theo-
rems, prescriptions, criticisms and reflections that
collectively comprise this preduct form an impor-
tant facet of cultural development and, naturally,
productivity of this kind is commended ang
encouraged. Commendation and encouragement
are, however, ng substitute for firmly grounded
policy about the nurture of research. At present,
research policy formulation in Australian universi-
ties seems to revolve around interlocking national
research objectives, categorization and priority
determination for bureaucratic ends, and exhorta-
tions to maximize productivity — with precious
little policy development that has its roots in an
understanding of the complex ecology of the uni-
versity itself and the attitudes, values, and mythclo-
gies that pervade the research realm. A contextual
vigw, that includes an understanding of the rich
and varied nature of research itself and the per-
sonal, professional and social realms that sustain
it, is fundamental to informed policy making.

The Pursuit of Productivity

Wha, in recent years, has not felt and resented the
sense of urgency and promotion that surrounds
any discussion or pronouncement about rates of
research productivity. Under the guise of social
accountability and utiity researchers are exhorted
to preduce mere and more. The imperatives of a
recessionary ecconomy, a conservative ethos and
contracling funds may fill many researchers with
trepidation about the leveis of compstition induced
within and between disciplines and research pro-
grammes. In such a highly competitive environ-
ment there is a danger that normal expectations of
productivity in research wil be pushed towards
limits beyond which a self-reinforcing whirlwind of
research activity is established and productivity
becomes an end in itself. In this event the real pur-
poses of research, o create knowledge, cultural
development and social utility, are lost and
researchers are sucked into an upward spiral of
productivity and reward, reflected as a larger slice
of the research pie, status and kudos.

ironically, the exhortation to maximise productivity
reflects a misconception about the nature of
research itself and the way in which it is deeply
rcoted in, and dependent upon, the strength and
rich variety of function in the university, of which
research is but part. The basic misconception is
that research can somehow be understood and
practiced in a common way among the various
disciplines of the university. The reality is that there
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are significant, often fundamental differences
about what comprises research. Different modes
and processes of research, within and between the
disciplines, bring different potentials for productiv-
ity. Creativity and discovery are not necessarily
linked to high rates of productivity and, despite
poputar belief, productivity does not decline with
age. To complete the heresy it has to be said that
there are fundamenial problems in measuring the
real fevel of productivily anyway.

It is worth exploring some of these considerations
further.

Productivity, Creativity and Discovery

in the context of research, creativity at an indivi-
dual and team level is reflected in innovation and
discovery. If new knowledge is established as a
result of research then the pecple, processes and
product involved may be labelied creative. It is
often assumed that a high level of productivity is a
necessary precondition for creative achievernent,
hut as Pelz and Andrews demonstrate there is no
generai rule that abundant producers are creative
thinkers! Some are, and rely on their abundant
product to provide the ground for real break-
through events; others use their abundant product
to compensate for, or even 10 mask, a lack of such
breakthroughs. Conversely, there is no general rule
that researchers who apparently produce little in
the way of published product lack creativity;
indeaed a career marked by few but brilliant
achigvements is not unknown at the very top of the
research world, 1t is not so much a matier of indo-
lence or wasted opportunity as it is a matter of
cognitive style. For some researchers their most
innovative work is clustered at critical times in their
professional and personal development. These
sudden outpourings, especially in the theoretical
devetopment of the discipling involved, often
become bench marks for personal development,
they occasionally progress the knowledge base of
the discipline and, even more occasionally, the cul-
ture. Einstein's suite of pivotal papers in 1905 is a
prime example of this clustering of product. Hardin
refers to J.J. Thompson's insight that, in the quest
for excellence, results do not often come regularly
and that considerable interludes may separate
creative research events? These interludes are criti-
cal 1o a realistic analysis of research productivity in
the university; there being a tendency to see this
research style in terms of periodic clusterings
interspersed 1 a general milieu of inactivity: this
perception of research is anathema ta those who
have a more ohsessive view about ordered, regular
thinking and production processes. In fact, of
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course, the perceived inactivity in the interiude is
an iltusion; these periods being most valuable for
the intensive investigation, reformulation and pon-
dering which is the basis for the next round of
intense and innovative activity.

These interludes may be necessary gaps in &
research project and it Is vital not fo misinterpret
them as signs of inactivity, uninterest or as evi-
dence of a failing 1alent. Indeed, rejection by peers
and funding agencies during such periods may be
disastrous 10 the ultimate productivity resuliing
from a successful breakihrough in the project.

Hidden Productivity

Of course, there are often good reasons why
researchers cannot appear to be constant pro-
ducers. A lack of public pronouncement does not
necessarily imply a lack of productive work;
indeed, there is a considerable amount of research
work that is highly productive but remains tem-
porarily hidden from the wider research and
general communities.

When researchers are preparing the ground for a
particular project, for example, there is a period of
working through the existing literature, establish-
ing information systems and designing experimen-
tal methods. These are all essential preparatory
activities which are creative and productive. As
i5 the building of working relationships with
colleagues in the research team and generally
hecoming attuned to the balance between
personal initiative and collective wisdom. These
preliminaries rarely produce publication, except
in the rare case of post-hoc reporting of the
sociclogy of the research event. MHowever, there
is often a wide array of internal working and dis-
cussion papers produced that add to the ultimate
bank of publications flowing from the project.

From time to time, there is alsc a need to shield
partigly validated, sensitive or confidential
research from pronouncement to the academic
and wider communities. It may be more important
to engage with intensive, but private dialogue and
circulation before establishing an  appropriate
basis for more public communication.

Age and Productivity

Among the most prevalent misconceptions in the
university research community is the supposed
connection between the advancing age of the
researcher and decline in personal research
productivity.

Lehman's proposition that researchers and other
people who are creatively productive, reach a peak
of achievement at around 35-40 years of age
seems to have become part of the mythology of
research management?® Despite refutations of Leh-
man's work by Butler, Stern and Knorr et al (1969 p.
61) the image of the young researcher as the foun-
tainhead of productivity is hard to break? Indeed, a
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research generation ago Pelz and Andrews indi-
cated that productivity and creativity typically peak
twice in the career of professional researchers?
The first peak occurs at 35-40 years, supprting Leh-
man's analysis, then another peak later, at 50-60
years of age. It is the perceived trough in research
productivity at mid-40 years of age that is critical,

For the university 1o embrace research priorities
and funding policies which, directly or indirectly,
tell older colleagues that it is all downhill after 40
vears of age, is an effective means of predetermin-
g their decline. Sudden fund chopping and other
seemingly arbitrary decision-making affecting the
trough age group of the mid 40s, produces the
cautlon and lack of confidence sometimes asso-
ciated with older researchers, The university needs
poticies that are sensitive to the vast potential of
maturity: helping mid-career researchers to revita-
lise themselves; having faith and patience in older
colleagues, encouraging them to speak out, to
specuiate and 1o offer perspectival views to
younger colleagues.

Research Modes and Productivity

Productivity also varies with the mode of research
involved; the split between pure or fundamental
research  and problem or mission-oriented
research being critical. Problem-oriented research
is usually characterised by a careful delimitation of
objectives to suit the resources available; it is usu-
ally short term, targetted and pragmatic. Objec-
fives set within research contracts by funding
organisations and sponsors who work on the hasis
of short term targels, provide a strong imperative
for systematic and frequent productivity in this
research mode.

On the other hand, howaver, pure research tends
to be longer term, operationally, with high levels of
speculation, and conseqguent high risk of failure; it
is theoretical, even ethereal, often cross-disciplin-
ary and tends to expand beyond its funding base.
The pure research mode may not be highly pro-
ductive but it always holds the potential for the
kind of profound shifts and developments in
knowledge that are of great cuktural value in the
longer term; it may also spin off problem-oriented
research products with more immediate social util-
ity. It is reasonable, therefore, thal researchers
engaged in pure research work may resist calls to
maximize productivity when such pressure runs
counter 1o the very nature of their work.

Publication and Productivity in Research

Productivity in universily research is usually mea-
sured by numbers of significant publications and
occasionally by citation rates. Whilst there is no
doubt that research is about the creation and com-
murication of new knowledge and that publication
is a key factor in this, there are impoertant quatifica-
tions that need to be made about the vaiue of publii-
cation rates as a relevant measure of productivity.

There are many exceilent researchers who, in the
course of their careers, who cannat point to a mas-
sive inventory of publications. They simply refuse
to be drawn into the publish or perish syndrome
currently prevalent in the academic world, believ-
ing in the adage that it is important to have some-
thing of significance to contribute before publish-
ing. As Knorr et al indicate, multiple authorship,
length of articles, failure to distinguish the highly
original from the repetitious, reprinting and bare-
faced plagiarism are complicating factors in estab-
lishing the real level of productivity of researchers
from their banks of publications?

Whilst there is no disputing the vaiue of genuine
publication as a means of disseminating ideas,
stimulating intra-disciptinary critique and diatectic
and as a developing record of the knowledge base,
is important not to overplay an image that high
pubdication levels, productivity and the worth
of the researcher are necessarily mutuaily
interdependent.

The central argument here is that productivity
tevels in university research are variable. The com-
plex weave of social structures, conceptual pro-
cesses, diverse personal atfributes and other
characteristics of the research community dis-
cussed above produce an irregular series of peaks,
plateaux and troughs in productivity that compli-
cate its use as a gauge of the worth of particular
researchers and projects.

The Pursuit of Excellence in Research

Whilst no one would sericusly argue against the
idea of encouraging excellence in university
research, there are problems in deciding what
comprises an excellent piece of research, in recog-
nising it when it occurs and in providing an
environment conducive to its occurrence. These
are complex factors that deny simplistic
expectations about performance in the university
community.

In research, exceilence is ascribed to an event of
the highest quality — when gualities of mind and
environment combine in a product of exemplary
quality that surpasses its predecessors (though
they may have contributed to its creation) and
allows new perspectives and perceptions that uiti-
mately lead to further theoretical development
Shedding further light on the idea of excellence
requires an analytique beyond that of an intuitive
and simply comparative nature. Where exceilence
is ascribed in the public domain, usually by peer
group review of colleagues, referees, reviewers and
critics, & more rigorous analysis is evident,
hopefuily.

Indeed, to say that a research event is excellent is
to find in it, among other dimensions, great utility,
great integrity and great beauty.

Ulility and Euxcellence

The research event of great utility better explains
the pattern of phenomena being investigated. It is
powerful in prediction and is highly generative; it
spins off as many questions as answers and it
opens avenues for development and discovery that
may have been unimagined previously. On a prag-
matic level such an event may be directly and
immediately useful within society or it may serve
to remove conceptual or technical blocks to the
creation of socially useful products.

internal Integrity and Excellence

The research event of great integrity has a sense of
entirety and close adherence to the precepts of its
paradigmatic environment. It may even be so
powerful as to forge its own paradigm. It must
demonstrate great consistency with the concep-
tual structure, the perceptions and the methods of
the paradigm. Delimitation is critical and clear dis-
tinction is made between those aspects of the phe-
nomenen investigated that are 1o be included and
those to be excluded, those assumed as given,
constant and those designated dependent and
independent. Integrity also depends on the quality
of preinvestigation and hypothetical model con-
struction, the accuracy and structural necessities
of data bases and the depth and appropriateness
of the analytical methods used. The coherence
and consistency of inference and interpretation,
pattern recognition and theoretical model con-
struction are vitat, toegether with the care and rigour
of the validation procedures.

The Aesihetic and Excellence

The myth of an objective, value free, unemotional
base to research has little to say about beauty, yet
the literature of research and discovery is alive with
reference to aesthetic preferences. Dirac's asser-
tion that a mathematically beautiful theoretical
explanation is more likely to prove correct than an
ugly one’ and references to Einstein's suite of
papers in 1905 as paralyzingly beautifut? underline
the day-to-day use of aesthetic terminology
among researchers. Some prize elegance and
economy wedded with simplicity, purity of form
and compositional symmetry. Others see beauty in
an cbverse way — revering aesthetic complexity,
indeterminancy, and compositional asymmetry.

Excellence and research mode

Even these somewnat crude attempts to define and
explore the concept of excellence underline its
complexity and variability. Just as productivity in
research fluctuates with research mode, cognitive
style and the social mores and worid views of the
researchers, so too the achievement of excellence
fluctuates, especially with research mode and the
changing balance between success and failure in
research work.

Consider the difference between research events
which are Medawarian increments — logical deve-
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lopments aggregating in a particular field of know-
ledge, compared with other events which are more
ovegrarching and embrace wider theoretical devel-
opment? The Medawarian increments often folilow
a regular pattern of development and communica-
tion — they are available al reguiar intervals for
evaluation. More expansive and speculative re-
search events produce more infrequently, even
unpredictably, and there may be long time inter-
vals in which there is little to evaluate except a
developing idea. The point here is that, in both
research modes, excellence is possible. It may be
seen in a build up of significant single events that
mest predetermined deadlines, or it may be seen in
the relatively infrequent leap-forward event.

The Role of Failure in Success

Success and excellence are never guaranteed in
any research programme. Indeed, highly success-
ful research events cannot be separated from the
wider reaim of investigation, in which, as Rescher
asserts, unsuccessful events are regarded as an
integral and vital part of the research venture; a
continuum of success and failure.® Lord Russell
argued that in science, at least, the researcher con-
ceives something that might be true — then looks
to see if it is, and generally finds that it isn't. How-
ever, the public documentation of research is domi-
nated by reporting of the achievements only, whilst
the ideas and investigations that were shelved or
dropped along the way as being wrong, inconciu-
sive or misleading are underemphasized.® Naess
remonstrates with the editors of scientific journals
for not adequately reporting the history of unsuc-
cessful experimentation and conceptual research
that ofterr underlies an ultimately successful
research event.?

What is missed here is that failure often creates an
imperative for success. The agony of the struggle
out of confusion and failure, towards understand-
ing and success, so superbly represented in
Plancks ... ‘physics of despair and Bohr's notion
that ‘truth #es in the abyss’ underlines the intuition
that success is somehow more profound when it
triumphs over adversity.

Fallure then, is often a precondition of success
and its significance must be integrated with current
attitudes to planning and funding of research in the
university community. Researchers expect and
receive support when success is close at hand;
but may need it more when success seems far off.
The university community that can offer this
broad band of support requires policy makers and
administrators who possess the vision and the faith
recessary to understand the potential of the highs
and lows in the life of all its researchers. Expecta-
tions of excellence must be qualified by sensitivity
to the natural and significant variation in type, pro-
foundity, degree of difficulty and frequency of
occurrence of research events in that community.
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Conclusion

Arguing for the view of the university as a leaming
community, and for a contextural attitude to the
pursuit of productivity and excellence in its
research, touches on the compilex ecology that is
the modern university,. The most strongly made
point in support of a contextual view is the realisa-
tion that any research event is a product of the
intersection of the perscnal, sccial and profes-
sional reaims of the indivicual researcher and the
sense of coliective responsibility throughout the
institution.

The complexity of the research realm penetrates
deeply into the university. The mulkltiplicity of roles,
with theorem and hypothesis producers, sccial
argument producers and the piethora of auxiliary
and facilitative roles provides the mix necessary for
an equally varied and complex research product
As if this is not enough, the diversity of models of
the research process and method evident within
and between the disciplines of the university, adds
another level of complexity. Weimer stresses that
there is no single logic or algorithm for scientific
discovery and that research processes are rarely
smooth and sequential’® Even in research domi-
nated by the rigours of scientific and taxonomic
method progress is often stuttering, with asides,
delays, mistakes, iterations and leaps of insight,
that disturb any notions of fiow from problem defi-
nition to discovery. La Tour found that, even in
apparently straightforward and mechanical re-
search experimentation there is ample evidence of
a more turbulent intetlectual environment than that
suggested by formal reporting of the research
work.® There are indeed chaotic, illogical, opportu-
nistic and contextual forces at work in parallel with
the rational ordering forces of research.

The diversity arising from these differences is,
paradoxically, a source of unity for the university
-— g unity based on respect for, and identification
with, the richness of the learning field that it pro-
vides, together with the peotential for collaboration
and critique between the various disciplines. Man-
agement of this diversity requires great sensitivity,
adaptability and faith. Besearch managers must
reglize that, unlike the business organisation, the
university research complex has a wide variety of
units of production and its decision-making is
devolved in almost autonomous groupings; individ-
ual growth and difference is encouraged, external
direction is generally not well tolerated and self-
regulation among its various groups, institutes and
individuals is desirable — a different environment
entirely to the normal hierarchical systems
of public and private bureaucracies. it requires a
different management strategy.

The integrity of the university research community
is gauged by the degree o which researchers can
feei self-expression and self-determination to be
their natural due, wedded with their sense of the

wider community from which extends the ex-
change, critique, facilitation and moral support so
necessary for research performance. As Johnson
asserts, the preconditions for excellence in any ter-
tiary education institution revolve, naturaily
enough, around the academic staff — is self-
image and its morale.” He cites the importance of a
strong collective image, highly deveioped internal
communication, freedom of expression, equality of
status and an adecuate resource base as funda-
mental pre-requisites. To this may be added the
value of role interchange in research, tolerance of
alternate academic viewpoints and the support of
researchers during times of bath high and low lev-
els of achievement. if such a community is to be
established, or re-established as the case may be,
then university management must come to terms
with the complexity of the organisation that it is
managing, rejecting any downhill siide into the
simplistic world of other public and private sector
bureaucratic modeis. University management that
is sensitive to the need for diversity, that encour-
ages autonomy amoeng #s various researchers,
than can communicate across the developing gap
between itself and its researchers, and that encour-
ages both central, established research projects
and more peripheral, exploratory ones is desper-
ately needed.
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