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Abstract 
 
This paper reports on factors that are related to academic publishing output. 
Academics from a large Australian regional university were surveyed and data from 
143 staff members were used in bivariate and multivariate analyses. The results of 
these analyses showed that certain factors were significantly correlated with 
publishing output and that four factors, namely, confidence in writing refereed works, 
academic level, academic qualification, and external teaching load proportion, 
comprised the best set of predictors for such output. Moreover, this set of predictors 
collectively accounted for 28 per cent of the variance in the dependent measure. The 
implications of this study for current higher educational practice and future research 
are discussed. 
 
Introduction 
 
The dictum ‘publish or perish’ has been voiced loudly in academic circles for many 
years. To illustrate, two key literature databases in education, namely, Educational 
Resources Information Center (ERIC) and the Australian Education Index (AEI), both 
use the key descriptor: publish or perish issue. A search of these databases using this 
descriptor, in the first instance, however revealed that relatively little had been written 
during the past ten years about this notion and the associated concept of academic 
output. This is particularly surprising given the recent emphasis, in certain countries, 
on tangible outputs of, and the accountability of resources used in, universities (see 
e.g., King, Hill, & Hemmings, 2000; Rochford, 2001; Yorke, 2001). In Australia, for 
example, research performance is judged and funded on the basis of academic output, 
and the production of publications, notably, refereed conference papers, refereed 
journal articles, scholarly books, and scholarly book chapters, is of critical 
importance. This focus on these four measures of productivity has its basis in a 
viewpoint first suggested by the Australian Vice-Chancellors Committee last decade 
(AV-CC, 1997). The scoring and reporting of these four publication types by 
universities is now oversighted by the Federal government through its Department of 
Education, Science and Training (DEST). The DEST has established stringent 
guidelines for reporting output and academics are strongly urged to meet these 
publishing guidelines by their employers. In fact, some universities financially reward 
their employees for producing DEST-approved output and publicly list each 
individual’s publishing achievements. Achievements of this form are normally 
quantified as DEST points and calculated as follows: refereed conference paper (1 
point); refereed journal article (1 point); scholarly book chapter (1 point); and, 
scholarly book (5 points). If the published work is jointly authored then the points are 
divided by the number of co-authors. A score of approximately 1 point for an 
academic would equate to the average score across the tertiary sector in Australia 
each year (AV-CC, 2003).  
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The somewhat limited corpus of literature reviewed (from 1995 onwards) pertaining 
to academic output, and to publishing output, in particular, identified a series of 
factors that are actually or potentially associated with refereed publishing output. One 
such factor that is mentioned frequently in the literature is gender. Schneider (1998) 
notes, for instance, that the most productive people in academe are male. She 
contends that this finding is linked to many reasons but that child-bearing and 
parenting responsibilities often lead to a lack of stability in employment and a 
subsequent loss of research concentration and opportunities. Skolnik (2000) argues 
that female academics, compared to their male counterparts, give greater attention to 
more nurturing activities in the work environment such as teaching and counselling 
and place less value on publication and grantsmanship. Tien (2000), researching 
within a Taiwanese context, found that faculty members who publish journal articles 
tend to be male. His research is noteworthy in that it was one of only a small number 
of studies that was linked to an espoused theory. 
 
Tien’s results also revealed that those academics holding a doctoral qualification were 
more likely to publish in refereed sources. This finding is supported by Bazeley’s 
(2003) recent Australian study. Although her work focused on grantsmanship or 
research funding rather than publishing per se, her conclusions based on an analysis of 
survey and interview data relate to the broad area of research productivity. She 
contends that the experience of completing a doctoral program develops writing skill 
and confidence. Furthermore, this confidence about publishing evolves over time and 
that a set of relevant experiences (e.g., gaining of funding and tenure) is needed to 
create further writing opportunities. It could be argued by extension that staff 
members who have received tenure and gained job promotions would be more likely 
to have published their work in reputable sources throughout their employment time-
frame. It is surprising that no published Australian study has considered this issue in 
recent times. The influences of years of work as an academic and level of seniority are 
examined in the current study. 
 
Both Creamer (1998) and Pratt, Margaritis, and Coy (1999), in their respective 
writings, have treated issues dealing with work assignment, teaching load, job 
incentives, and resource allocation and how they link to research output. However, the 
relationship between and among these issues/factors has not been tested statistically. 
Such a claim can also be made about the work of Hourcade and Anderson (1998). 
These co-writers have suggested that lacking confidence in one’s writing ability and 
expending too much energy in other academic tasks (e.g., teaching, administration 
and consultancy) are related to output; however, their view is not strongly grounded in 
empirical research. 
 
Overall, this review has identified, from a relatively small body of literature, that 
certain factors can or might contribute to the production of refereed publications. 
Specifically, factors of gender, level of qualification, academic experience, writing 
skill and confidence, and workload and work assignment appear to be related to 
publishing output. The purpose of this study is to explore such a relationship and 
extend the empirical literature base, within the DEST-reporting context, by 
contributing answers to two related research questions: 
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1. What is the relationship between the DEST points accrued by an academic and 
gender, level of qualification, academic experience, degree of writing confidence, 
and proportion of external teaching load? 

 
2. Which of these factors predict how many DEST points an academic accrued over a 

designated two-year period? 
 
Method 
 
During early July 2003, a questionnaire, requiring an anonymous reply, was mailed to 
all academic staff members (N=534) employed by an Australian regional university 
offering both internal and external courses. Several weeks later, a follow-up E-mail 
was posted on the staff electronic message board of the University to encourage staff 
members to complete and return the questionnaire. At the set closing date of returns, 
205 useable returns resulted giving a response rate of approximately 40%. This 
sample could be categorised as follows: female (46.8%) and male (53.2%); and, 
Associate Lecturer/Lecturer (63.9%) and Senior Lecturer/Associate 
Professor/Professor (36.1%). The questionnaire was one tool used in a larger study 
which also used a number of qualitative techniques. 
 
The construction of the questionnaire involved four steps. These steps involved item 
generation based on the literature review and interviews with senior university 
managers, a focus group discussion with a range of academics, piloting, and 
refinements, and accords with the suggestions made by Creswell (2002) and de Vaus 
(2002). The questionnaire was divided into five parts and utilised a variety of question 
formats, including dichotomous responses, Likert scales, numerical rankings, and 
open-ended questions. Part 1 of the questionnaire sought information about the 
backgrounds of the respondents. Parts 2 and 3 focused on academic work tasks and 
the publishing experiences. The remaining parts of the questionnaire, Parts 4 and 5, 
dealt with the views of academics towards the production of refereed publications and 
the facilitators and barriers they saw in their workplaces to such production. This 
paper draws on some of the quantitative data gathered, particularly data relating to 
Parts 1, 2, and 3. Copies of the questionnaire can be obtained from the authors on 
request. 
 
Table 1 below contains the labels and descriptions of the main variables examined in, 
and forming the basis of, this paper. The dependent variable, VENO1, was created as 
a measure of recent publication productivity and was measured by asking respondents 
to indicate the approximate number of DEST points they had accrued over the two-
year period 2001-2002. In this paper ‘accrued’ refers to the points that earned during 
this period. Although some respondents might not have reported their points to the 
University at the appropriate reporting time, as long as they were eligible for DEST 
points they could indicate their points. 
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Table 1 
Description of Variables 

 
Variable 

Label 
Variable Name and Coding 

V1A Gender: Dummy coded; 0=Female & 1=Male 
ACQUAL Highest qualification: Dummy coded; 

0=Other & 1=Doctoral 
YRSACAD Years spent as an academic: Scaled with 

values 1-6 
ACLEV1 Academic level: Dummy coded; 0=Levels 

A+B & 1=Levels C+D+E 
V3A Confidence in writing refereed works: Scaled 

with values 1=Very unconfident to 5=Very 
confident 

TEACHEX External teaching load proportion: Dummy 
coded; 0=Other & 1=All external or mainly 
external 

VENO1 Number of DEST points accrued: Scaled with 
values 0-9 

 
In order to investigate what affected the amount of publication output produced over 
the specified period, it would have been possible to use the sub-sample (N=119) that 
had accrued DEST points. However, that sub-sample was truncated because it 
excluded another sub-sample (N=86) who had produced no output. Further, if these 
two sub-samples were combined the distribution was extremely bimodal and quite 
unsuitable for use as a dependent variable in a multiple regression analysis (Hair, 
Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 1998). Consequently, 25 per cent of the latter sub-
sample was randomly selected and included in a ‘reduced’ sample giving a total of 
143 participants. This allowed for a distribution of a dependent variable that did not 
deviate too markedly from the normal. Moreover, an inspection of skewness and 
kurtosis values for both YRSACAD and V3A indicated that variable distributions 
approximated a normal distribution. All other independent variables were 
dichotomous. It needs to be noted that all analyses pertaining to this study were 
carried out using SPSS (Version 11.0) software and the results that follow are drawn 
from the reduced sample of 143 participants.  
 
Results 
 
The results of a correlation analysis are presented in Table 2. An examination of the 
Pearson product-moment correlations revealed that the sign of most of the measures 
was as expected, and that with two exceptions, the variables were significantly 
associated (p<.01) with the dependent variable (VENO1). In line with predictions, 
those academics who were more productive, i.e., produced higher numbers of DEST 
points, were more likely to indicate a high degree of confidence in writing for 
refereed publications (r=.394), to possess a doctoral qualification (r=.379), to hold a 
senior academic position (r=.368), and to have longer employment as an academic 
(r=.269). 
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Table 2 
Intercorrelation Matrix of Variables 

 
 Variable Name/Label 
Variable Name/Label 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Gender (V1A) 1.000  
2. Highest qualification 

(ACQUAL) 
.015 1.000  

3. Years spent as an 
academic 
(YRSACAD) 

.154 .240 1.000  

4. Academic level 
(ACLEV1) 

.095 .429 .494 1.000  

5. Confidence in 
writing refereed 
works (V3A) 

.056 .358 .235 .249 1.000  

6. External teaching 
load proportion 
(TEACHEX) 

.193 .045 .240 .212 .045 1.000 

7. Number of DEST 
points accrued 
(VENO1) 

-.004 .379 .269 .368 .394 .209 1.000

 bolding used for p<.01 (2-tailed)  
 
In most cases, the correlation results accorded with the findings of studies on 
academic publication output and the relationships hypothesised earlier in this paper. 
That is, Highest qualification, Years spent as an academic, Academic level, 
Confidence in writing refereed works, and External teaching load proportion, were 
positively associated with publication output. Each of the reported correlation 
coefficients, however, represents an isolated relationship between a pair of variables. 
A more important question to be asked concerns the relationships when all 
independent variables are considered simultaneously.  
 
This question can be answered through the use of a multivariate procedure. In this 
study, a stepwise multiple regression analysis was performed to determine which 
variables predict refereed publication output as measured by VENO1. The results of 
this analysis are displayed in Table 3 and show that four independent variables (viz., 
Confidence in writing refereed works, Academic level, Highest qualification, and 
External teaching load proportion) comprised the best subset of predictors for 
academic publishing output. This select group of independent variables collectively 
accounted for 28 per cent of the variance in the dependent measure.  
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Table 3 
Summary of Stepwise Multiple Regression Analysis 

 
Model R R2 Std Error of 

Estimate 
F-ratio P 

1. V3A .394 .155 1.869 25.953 .000 
2. V3A 

ACLEV1 
.483 .233 1.788 21.262 .000 

3. V3A 
ACLEV1 
ACQUAL 

.509 .259 1.763 16.207 .028 

4. V3A 
ACLEV1 
ACQUAL 

TEACHEX 

.529 .280 1.745 13.436 .046 

 
Discussion 
 
The results of this study not only extend previous research findings but also provide 
valuable insight into some of the factors associated with publication output. Several 
points are worthy of attention here. First, the results of the correlation analysis 
showed that four variables were significantly related to refereed publication 
productivity. These variables were Highest qualification, Years spent as an academic, 
Academic level, and Confidence in writing refereed works. Such a result is in line with 
predictions based on previous studies. One surprising result of the correlation analysis 
was that gender was not significantly related to publishing productivity (r=-.004). All 
of the literature consulted that considered such a relationship suggested that males 
would be more likely to produce greater publishing output. The finding in this study 
that there is essentially no relationship between gender and publication output is an 
encouraging one, in that schemes (e.g., shadowing and financial support) 
implemented at the institution under investigation seem to have had some effect in 
bridging a divide between males and females that existed some years earlier. It also 
needs to be noted that gender was not significantly related to any of the independent 
variables used in this investigation. 
 
Second, the stepwise multiple regression analysis revealed that four variables, 
namely, Confidence in writing refereed works, Academic level, Highest qualification, 
and External teaching load proportion, had significant relationships with academic 
publishing output. In a stepwise procedure, the variable entered in the first model/step 
has the highest correlation with the dependent variable. The variable in this study 
meeting this criterion was Confidence in writing refereed works. Although some 
writers have suggested that a ‘confidence’ factor is related to publishing productivity 
(see e.g., Bazeley, 2003; Hourcade & Anderson, 1998), little is currently known about 
the nature of this relationship and what other factors might influence it. This study 
demonstrated that the length of employment as an academic, holding certain academic 
qualifications, and academic level are all significantly correlated, at the 1 per cent 
level, with confidence in writing refereed works. However, further study is needed to 
examine these relationships and the relative contribution that like or other factors 
might make to the development of such confidence. Perhaps previous success in 
producing refereed publications would be a key antecedent worth measuring. Or, 
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more significantly, an investigation that is planned with a longitudinal design could 
monitor change in performance, attitude to writing and research/scholarship, and 
workplace circumstance more fully. 
 
The findings of the study highlight the need either to maintain or to heighten attention 
on university-based initiatives that promote refereed publication outcomes. 
Specifically, they should target the building of writing confidence, using the expertise 
of experienced academics in mentor programs, offering incentives to pursue and 
complete doctoral studies, and manipulating teaching and workload allocations. This 
last suggestion is particularly pertinent given the relative importance of the variable 
termed External teaching load proportion. Arguably, those academics with high 
external (or distance education) teaching allocations, compared with those academics 
teaching in other delivery modes, are advantaged in that they have more flexibility 
with their work timetable and, as a result, are able to allocate greater blocks of time to 
non-teaching tasks. Such an advantage appears to lead to greater publishing output 
and has implications for those managers negotiating teaching loads with staff 
members employed in institutions that deliver their teaching in an array of ways.  
 
Two caveats are in need of reporting. First, it must be cautioned that this 
investigation, in part, was a correlation study, and, as a consequence, cause and effect 
relationships cannot necessarily be drawn. The findings, however, do seem to suggest 
a certain direction for persons wishing to develop intervention models that aim to 
promote greater refereed publishing output. Second, the size of the sample in 
comparison to the number of independent variables was smaller than optimal and 
therefore one needs to be cautious about generalising these results to other groups. Of 
course, the extent to which the results and conclusions may be generalised to other 
settings will be determined ultimately by further studies. It is hoped that this 
investigation will spawn other work which considers academic output and the 
pressure to produce such output within the DEST-reporting context. New work would 
benefit, however, through establishing strong conceptual and/or theoretical 
frameworks as these frameworks have been generally absent in recent studies.  
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