
 

 

Academic Standardization Hinders 
Innovation 
  

Abstract 
This paper explores the relationship between academic standardization and innovation, focusing 

on the potential negative impact of standardization on innovative research. Academic standardization 
encompasses journal publication, degree requirement, recruitment and promotion, and research 
funding application standardization. While these processes are essential for maintaining research 
quality and rigor, they may inadvertently hinder creativity and risk-taking, thereby limiting the pursuit 
of innovative ideas. Despite the challenges posed by standardization, disruptive research persists, 
indicating the potential for a balanced approach. Future research should address gaps in the current 
literature, investigate alternative models of standardization, and examine the long-term effects of 
these practices on academia, innovation, and society. The paper emphasizes the need for ongoing 
dialogue and research to ensure a more dynamic research environment that fosters both rigor and 
originality. 

 

Introduction 
Academic standardization is a term proposed by the author of this paper to describe a concept 

that has emerged as a significant facet of the contemporary academic landscape and is characterized 
by the establishment and implementation of uniform criteria, guidelines, and expectations within the 
academic community (Marginson, 2016). This phenomenon includes journal publication 
standardization (Larivière & Gingras, 2010; Merton, 1968), degree requirement standardization 
(Bourdieu, 1988; Slaughter & Leslie, 1997), university and research institution recruitment and 
promotion standardization (Nelson & Winter, 1982; Petersen et al., 2014), and research funding 
application standardization (D'Este & Patel, 2007; Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff 2000). While academic 
standardization is essential for maintaining the quality and rigor of research (Knorr-Cetina, 1999; Rip, 
2004), there is a growing concern that it may impede innovation and the development of disruptive 
research (Christensen, 2013; Kuhn, 1962).  

The objective of this paper is to examine carefully the existing literature on academic 
standardization, with a particular emphasis on its potential negative impact on innovation. This paper 
seeks to synthesize the findings of several studies (e.g., Fochler et al., 2016; Sterling, 1959) and 
provide an overview of the discussions surrounding the relationship between standardization and 
innovation (Ioannidis, 2005; Mirowski & Sent, 2008).   

Several studies suggest that academic standardization may unintentionally stifle creativity and 
risk-taking, thereby limiting the pursuit of innovative ideas and research (Anderson et al., 2007; 
Bloom et al., 2006). Publication biases in prestigious journals, for example, tend to favor research that 
conforms to established norms and expectations, discouraging researchers from pursuing innovative 



 

 

or controversial projects (Larivière & Gingras, 2010). Moreover, the competitive pressures of 
academia may lead to increased stress levels and burnout among researchers, further impeding their 
creative abilities (Anderson et al., 2007; Fochler et al., 2016). This analysis will delve deeper into the 
existing literature to gain a better understanding of these concerns and their implications for the future 
of innovation in academia.  

 

Academic Standardization's Emergence  

Economic growth has had a significant impact on the global expansion of access to education 
(Bloom et al., 2006). As nations progress, they invest more resources in education, resulting in a rise 
in the number of individuals pursuing a higher education (Marginson, 2016). This increase in 
educated populations has contributed to the intensification of competition for academic positions and 
resources, which has led to the standardization of academic procedures.  

Four distinct types of academic standardization exist: journal publication standardization, degree 
requirement standardization, university and research institution recruitment and promotion 
standardization, and research funding application standardization (Larivière & Gingras, 2010; Hicks 
et al., 2015; Merton, 1973). The purpose of these standardized practices is to ensure the quality, rigor, 
and uniformity of educational and research endeavors across academic disciplines.  

The establishment of specific guidelines and criteria for manuscript submission, peer review, and 
acceptance (Larivière & Gingras, 2010) is referred to as journal publication standardization. While 
this standardization maintains the quality and rigor of published research, it may inadvertently limit 
the willingness of researchers to pursue disruptive innovations, as they prioritize aligning with the 
preferences and expectations of prestigious journals (Hicks et al., 2015).  

Degree requirement standardization, which entails the uniformity of educational requirements for 
obtaining degrees, creates a consistent metric of academic performance. However, the rigidity of these 
requirements may impede students' ability to explore unorthodox research topics and develop 
innovative methodologies (Marginson, 2016).  

Standardization in recruitment and advancement within universities and research institutions 
requires the use of objective metrics and criteria for hiring, evaluation, and promotion (Anderson et 
al., 2010). Although this process aims to create a competitive and equitable environment, the resulting 
pressure may have a negative effect on researchers' creative and innovative abilities (Bloom et al., 
2006).  

Standardization of research funding application procedures is intended to ensure that funding 
decisions are based on merit and potential impact (Merton, 1973). However, this standardization may 
inadvertently favor conventional research projects over disruptive innovations because funding 
agencies may view the latter as riskier or less certain (Kuhn, 1962).  

 

Innovation Impeded by Evidence of Academic 
Standardization  



 

 

The globalization of higher education has increased competition for academic positions and 
resources, which has led to the standardization of academic practices (Bok, 2009). This 
standardization may inadvertently impede innovation by encouraging conformity to established norms 
(Cook & Frank, 2010). Four distinct aspects of academic standardization are journal publication, 
degree requirement, recruitment and promotion, and application for research funding (Larivière & 
Gingras, 2010; Hicks et al., 2015; Merton, 1973).  

Journal publication standardization ensures the rigor of published research, but it may impede the 
pursuit of disruptive innovations (Larivière & Gingras, 2010; Hicks et al., 2015). The shift towards 
interdisciplinary and problem-oriented research (Limoges et al., 1994) further complicates these 
efforts, as researchers attempt to strike a balance between conformity and the exploration of novel 
research directions (Rafols & Meyer, 2010). Adler and Harzing (2009) contend that the pressure to 
conform to academic ranking systems may also hinder the potential for innovative research.  

The standardization of degree requirements facilitates the comparison of academic 
accomplishments, but it may limit the availability of unconventional research topics and 
methodologies (Marginson, 2016). Amsden and Tschang (2003) demonstrate that technological 
complexity differs across R&D categories, suggesting that standardization may not adequately capture 
the nuances of diverse research methodologies.  

By emphasizing objective metrics, standardization in recruitment and promotion fosters a 
competitive atmosphere (Anderson et al., 2010). This pressure to conform, however, can stifle 
creativity and innovation (Bloom et al., 2006). Azoulay, Fons-Rosen, and Graff Zivin (2019) provide 
evidence that scientific progress may be impeded by established norms, as breakthroughs frequently 
occur when researchers deviate from conventional approaches.  

Research funding application standardization may be detrimental to disruptive innovations 
perceived as riskier investments (Merton, 1973; Kuhn, 1962). This problem is exacerbated by 
researchers' preference for projects with predictable outcomes and high citation potential (Hicks et al., 
2015; Rip & Van Der Meulen, 1996). Stirling (2007) emphasizes the significance of diversity in 
science, technology, and society, highlighting the need for a broader comprehension of innovative 
research.  

Academic standardization seeks to preserve quality, rigor, and uniformity, but may impede 
innovation by discouraging disruptive ideas and methodologies. Maintaining academic standards and 
fostering an environment conducive to innovative research must be balanced as universities adapt to 
market forces (Washburn, 2008; Stephan, 2012).  

In fact, Park et al., (2023) used a novel metrics called CD5 index developed by Funk and Smith 
(2017) to measure the disruptive research outcomes. They have found a marked decline in disruptive 
science and technology over time. Our analyses show that this trend is unlikely to be driven by 
changes in citation practices or the quality of published work. Rather, the decline represents a 
substantive shift in science and technology, one that reinforces concerns about slowing innovative 
activity. 

 

Possible advantages of standardization for 
preserving research quality and rigor  



 

 

While academic standardization has been criticized for having the potential to stifle innovation, it 
is important to recognize its value in preserving research quality and rigor. Standardization processes, 
such as peer review and assessment criteria, serve to ensure that published research meets stringent 
criteria for precision, validity, and dependability (Larivière & Gingras, 2010). (Hicks et al., 2015) 
These processes contribute to the advancement of knowledge by establishing a framework that 
promotes transparency and reproducibility.  

The contribution of competition to innovation and creativity  

The competitive nature of academia may have negative repercussions, but it has the potential to 
foster creativity and innovation. In order to distinguish themselves from their peers, competition can 
motivate researchers to push the boundaries and develop novel ideas (Marginson, 2016). In this 
regard, competition can serve as an impetus for ground-breaking research and encourage researchers 
to pursue innovative approaches to solving complex problems (Bloom et al., 2006).  

The continuation of disruptive research in a standard environment.  

Despite concerns about academic standardization, disruptive research continues to emerge in a 
number of fields. Kuhn (1962) asserts that researchers have demonstrated resiliency and adaptability 
in navigating the standard environment, producing innovative research that challenges dominant 
paradigms. This suggests that, despite the fact that standardization may impose restrictions, it does not 
completely stifle creativity and the potential for groundbreaking discoveries (Christensen, 2013).  

It is crucial to acknowledge the potential benefits of academic standardization in maintaining 
research quality and rigor, as well as the role of competition in fostering creativity and innovation. In 
addition, the persistence of disruptive research in a standardized environment indicates that 
standardization, despite posing challenges, does not completely stifle the potential for innovative 
research. As the academic community continues to evolve, it is essential to strike a balance between 
maintaining quality standards and fostering an environment that encourages innovation.  

 

Perspectives and Prospects for Research  

Future research should focus on addressing gaps in the current literature and identifying potential 
areas for further investigation. This includes evaluating alternative models of academic 
standardization that foster innovation and preserve the quality and rigor of research.  

Identifying gaps in the current literature and exploratory opportunities  

Existing studies provide valuable insights into the complex relationship between academic 
standardization and innovation (Ziman, 2001), but additional research is required to advance our 
knowledge of this topic. For instance, more empirical research is required to investigate the specific 
mechanisms by which standardization processes may hinder or facilitate innovation across diverse 
disciplines, institutional settings, and national contexts (Bornmann & Daniel, 2008; Lee, Sugimoto, 
Zhang, & Cronin, 2013).  

Investigating alternative academic standardization models that encourage innovation  

Future research should also investigate alternative academic standardization models that strike a 
balance between fostering innovation and maintaining research quality and rigor. This may involve 
exploring the potential of interdisciplinary collaborations, open access publication models, and 



 

 

alternative metrics for assessing the impact and quality of research (Nosek et al., 2015; Wouters et al., 
2015).  

Examining the effects of standardization on academia, innovation, and society over the long 
term  

Lastly, research should investigate the long-term impacts of standardization on academia, 
innovation, and society as a whole. This includes evaluating the potential effects of an overemphasis 
on standardized research practices on the development of human capital, the production of disruptive 
ideas, and the broader socioeconomic implications of innovation (Moed, 2006; Ziman, 2001).  

By addressing literature gaps, investigating alternative models of standardization, and studying 
the long-term effects of these practices, researchers can contribute to a more nuanced understanding 
of the complex relationship between standardization and innovation in the academic context.  

 

Conclusion  
Academic standardization poses a potential barrier to innovation, which must be acknowledged 

and addressed. (Bloom et al., 2006) have demonstrated that the various forms of standardization in 
academia can have both positive and negative effects on research quality and innovation. Given the 
importance of innovation to scientific progress and societal development, it is crucial to strike a 
balance between the need for standardization and the encouragement of creativity and ground-
breaking research (Christensen, 2013; Kuhn, 1962; Ziman, 2001).  

As competition for research positions, career advancing and promotion opportunities has become 
much more fierece in the recent decades, academic standardization serves as a pivotal way for 
universities and research institutes to evaluate the researchers. However, there is no way to overstate 
the significance of ongoing research and dialogue on the subject of balancing standardization and 
innovation. As new models and approaches to academic standardization emerge, researchers, 
policymakers, and stakeholders must engage in open and constructive conversations to evaluate their 
potential effects on innovation and adapt to the changing academic landscape (Marginson, 2016; 
Merton, 1973; Nosek et al., 2015).  

This paper serves as a call for a more balanced approach to ensure the growth of innovative 
research in the modern academic landscape. By considering the potential advantages and 
disadvantages of academic standardization, researchers and policymakers can develop strategies that 
foster innovation while preserving the integrity and quality of academic research (Hicks et al., 2015; 
Larivière & Gingras, 2010; Wouters et al., 2015).  

In conclusion, the interplay between academic standardization and innovation merits ongoing 
focus and analysis. By recognizing the potential obstacles posed by standardization and exploring 
alternative models that foster innovation, the academic community can work toward a more vibrant 
and dynamic research environment that fosters both rigor and originality.  
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