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Appointments, journals, grants, and citations help universities evaluate work they cannot examine
afresh in every decision. Those signals also influence what researchers choose to produce.

This essay asks how reliance on those signals can affect independent judgment: the ability to ex-
plain why a method is appropriate, identify what would undermine an assessment, and revise a
conclusion when its grounds change.

Researchers rely on questions, methods, and standards received from others. Independent judg-
ment includes recognizing when those resources apply and when they need revision. A new theory,
a careful replication, an improved instrument, or a counterexample can each require that judg-
ment.

Institutions can favor the absence of such judgment. They can also constrain people who possess it.
A researcher who sees the weakness of an established agenda but cannot afford to leave it occupies
a different position from someone unable to examine that agenda. The historical problem concerns
both the selection of intellectual habits and the conditions under which independent judgment can
affect the work.

Following an evaluation through three stepsmakes the problemmore precise. Which signs are used
to allocate an opportunity? How do candidates adapt their work to those signs? Once successful
candidates become evaluators, what keeps the signs from becoming the standard itself? These
questions distinguish an individual misuse of reputation from a process through which a standard
reproduces itself.

A century of certification

The history begins well before university rankings and digital citation dashboards.

In March 1903, William James published “The Ph.D. Octopus,” describing a gifted scholar whose
appointment was threatened after his prospective employer discovered that he lacked a doctorate.
James and his colleagues considered the candidate exceptionally capable. The institution never-
theless insisted on the certificate. His abilities had already persuaded the people assessing him;
what remained unsatisfied was the requirement for a recognized sign of those abilities.1

James supplies an early witness to a recurring substitution. A credential intended to record ac-
complishment can become a condition for recognizing accomplishment at all. Intellectual life then
becomes partly organized around acquiring the sign.

The subsequent history contains improvements as well as new forms of dependence. Older ap-
pointments could rest on informal sponsorship and decisions whose reasons were difficult to in-
spect. In an archival study of 145 history appointments at sixteen German universities between
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1950 and 1985, Julian Hamann found increasing transparency, public advertising, and more ex-
tensive discussion of candidates’ publications. Formal procedures could expose private favoritism
and require more substantive justification.2

That improvement identifies the standard against which later developments should be judged. A
procedure strengthens intellectual life when it makes relevant reasons easier to examine. It weak-
ens intellectual lifewhen passing the procedure acquires authority beyond the examination actually
performed.

Postwar expansion made this distinction increasingly consequential. Research became more spe-
cialized, public funding grew, and more decisions had to be made by people unable to examine
every relevant claim themselves. Institutions needed ways to allocate money, positions, publica-
tion space, and attention under conditions of limited knowledge.

The late 1960s and 1970s brought an important change in how those decisions were justified. His-
torianMelinda Baldwin traces the elevation of peer review into a public condition of scientific legit-
imacy. In disputes over US research funding, scientists defended expert review as the appropriate
means of reconciling public accountability with scientific autonomy. Refereeing already existed;
what strengthened was the claim that passage through the procedure established scientific credi-
bility.3

Peer review supplies an important mechanism of criticism. Its defenders also sought to protect sci-
entific autonomy from political intervention. The public defense increased the authority of proce-
dural certification: whether work had passed through an approved process becamemore powerful
evidence about whether it deserved serious consideration.

From the 1980s onward, other changes made professional evaluation more demanding and more
pervasive.

Glenn Ellison documented a substantial slowdown in economics publishing between 1970 and
1999, with increasingly extensive revisions accounting for an important part of the change. At the
top economics journals he studied, papers that had typically reached acceptance within six to nine
months around 1970 faced roughly two-year review-and-revision cycles around 2000. This estab-
lishes rising demands in the production of an acceptable article. It does not establish that the ideas
became worse: revisions can improve arguments. The historical point is the growing investment
required to satisfy the profession’s evolving standards.4

Academic employment became less protected as well. According to the AAUP’s analysis of federal
data, contingent appointments rose from approximately 47 percent of US faculty appointments
in 1987 to 68 percent in 2022. These figures cover higher education broadly, including teaching-
intensive institutions. They document a substantial expansion of employment arrangements with
less durable protection, rather than a corresponding change confined to research professors.5

The intellectual implication follows from the conditions of dependence. Sustained inquiry becomes
harder to protect when continued employment requires frequent renewal, favorable evaluations,
and accommodation to immediate institutional needs. Independence has a material cost. A cul-
ture’s capacity to sustain it depends partly on whether people can afford to exercise it.
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During the 2000s and early 2010s, performance assessment also became more deeply embedded
in public research funding across European systems. A comparative study of EU member states
documents the spread of performance-based institutional allocation. This development differs
from competitive project funding, which did not increase uniformly. The consequential change
was the growing connection between assessed research performance and the resources institutions
received.6

Once assessment affects institutional income, its influence travels downward. Universities have
incentives to recruit people whose records perform well under the assessment, encourage outputs
that receive recognition, and organize internal decisions around the relevant criteria. Individual
career strategies and institutional financial strategies become more closely aligned.

Researchers’ responses to numerical incentives can be observed directly. A study of 15,037 Italian
professors found that adjusted self-citations per paper increased by 9.5 percent after the introduc-
tion of citation-based accreditation criteria in 2012. Responses varied considerably, andmany indi-
viduals did not increase their rates. The rise, including its variation with professors’ accreditation
incentives, provides concrete evidence that making an indicator consequential for advancement
can alter the behavior generating it.7

The language of successful research changed too. Among 901,717 successful NIH grant abstracts
from 1985 to 2020, the proportion containing at least one adjective coded as promotional rose from
72 percent to 97 percent. Changing linguistic conventions contribute to the result. What the study
establishes is a substantial shift in the presentation of funded research.8

These observations describe different aspects of an increasingly consequential evaluation environ-
ment: more effort devoted to securing approval, stronger connections between assessment and re-
sources, less protected employment across much of the workforce, adaptation to numerical thresh-
olds, and a more promotional language of achievement.

They do not become evidence of intellectual decline merely by being placed together. More de-
manding research can require longer training, greater specialization, larger teams, and more care-
ful verification. Benjamin Jones’s work on the growing burden of knowledge supplies a substantial
account of why some of these changes can arise from intellectual accumulation itself.9

The criticism concerns an additional development: satisfying evaluative demands acquiring re-
wards partly independent of examining the work’s purposes and grounds. To establish that con-
cern, we need to look at how institutions judge, allocate opportunity, and reproduce their stan-
dards.

How recognition reproduces itself

An institution must decide before the eventual value of much research becomes clear. It therefore
relies on previous appointments, journal names, grants, citations, recommendations, and recog-
nized authorities. Such signals help organize decisions that would otherwise be impossible at scale.

They also create a second arena of accomplishment: producing evidence that evaluators will recog-
nize as evidence of accomplishment.
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Understanding a difficult problem may require a long period without presentable results. Demon-
strating productivity requires a visible sequence of results. Discovering that a standard question
is badly framed may make a project harder to classify. Producing a competent extension of a fash-
ionable framework can be immediately legible, even when its larger significance is modest.

As advancement becomes more dependent on legibility, researchers acquire reasons to organize
their work around it.

John Meyer and Brian Rowan described a general organizational mechanism behind this possi-
bility. Institutions adopt recognized procedures and structures partly because those forms secure
legitimacy, resources, and survival. The formal demonstration that an institution is performing its
function can become loosely connected to the activities that fulfill that function. Applied to scholar-
ship, the implication is that a university can become highly competent at demonstrating research
performance while judging its intellectual substance less directly.10

An author’s standing can influence assessment of the work itself.

In a preregistered finance-journal experiment, reviewers recruited through anonymous invitations
assessed the same manuscript under a Nobel laureate’s name, a relatively unknown researcher’s
name, or no name. The text remained the same; reviewers were less likely to recommend rejection
when it carried the prominent name.11

Reputation can carry useful information. The danger is allowing a favorable expectation about an
author to perform the work of examining the present argument.

Funding can make an early difference cumulative. In a study of Dutch early-career grants, appli-
cants just above the funding threshold accumulated more than twice as much subsequent research
funding over eight years as applicants just below it, excluding the initial award. Their initial eval-
uations had been nearly identical. Early success nevertheless opened a growing institutional gap,
through both subsequent evaluation and differences in willingness to enter further competitions.12

An institutional decision helps produce the later record through which that decision appears vin-
dicated. Resources can enable genuine achievement. The error arises when differences in later
achievement are treated as though they straightforwardly reveal comparable differences in the orig-
inal applicants’ capacities.

This process becomes culturally consequential when successful researchers acquire the authority
to evaluate the next generation. They select candidates, review proposals, assess publications, and
define what a promising career should look like. Practices associated with their own success be-
come standards for recognizing excellence in others.

Smaldino and McElreath’s “The Natural Selection of Bad Science” makes the selection logic ex-
plicit. Their model shows how practices producing rewarded outputs can spread even when they
reduce reliability. Laboratories differ in their practices; success affects their reproduction through
trainees and institutional continuation; successful practices become more common. A later cor-
rected reimplementation preserved the broad result while changing some replication dynamics.13
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The model concerns scientific rigor under specified incentives. The proposed extension here con-
cerns habits of judgment: practices that secure advancement also help determine who will assess
the next generation.

Committees can sincerely want excellent scholars while repeatedly preferring the most defensible
signs of excellence. Candidates can sincerely love their subject while learning to supply those signs.
People whose habits fit the selection system advance more readily, while others adapt their habits
or leave.

The evidence bears more directly on adaptation to incentives than on changes in researchers’ ca-
pacity for judgment. Adaptation can nevertheless change who acquires influence: those who thrive
under particular demands gain greater power to maintain them.

Conformity need not feel like conformity from within. Someone repeatedly rewarded for asking
recognizable questions, using accepted methods, and presenting results in an approved idiom has
substantial practical evidence that this iswhat good scholarship consists of. Adaptation canbecome
conviction.

This process does not require a decline in technical skill. Candidates can become better at the
work rewarded by an evaluation while receiving less encouragement to question its purpose. When
those who succeed then administer the evaluation, increasing technical demands can coexist with
a narrowing of the judgments that influence the research agenda.

The cost of an independent agenda

George Akerlof’s critique of economics identifies one expression of this danger. He argues that a
preference for methodological “hardness” can direct attention away from important questions dif-
ficult to approach through favored methods. A discipline can maintain rigorous standards within
its chosen projects while allowing those standards to distort its choice of projects.14

The loss often takes the form of work never attempted, questions quietly abandoned, or doubts
never developed far enough to become visible.

Growth in the literature can reinforce this dependence. More publications create more possible
knowledge, but also more material than researchers can examine. Established reference points
become useful shortcuts.

Chu and Evans analyzed approximately 90.6million papers and 1.8 billion citations across 241 sub-
jects between 1960 and 2014. Larger fields displayed more persistent citation canons and greater
difficulty for new papers to enter their most-cited ranks. Their findings support an attention bot-
tleneck: as fields expand, established visibility can become more self-reinforcing.15

A stable canon can preserve valuable cumulative knowledge. The danger arises when reliance
on that canon increasingly organizes attention before new claims receive substantive examina-
tion. Work connected to established reference points becomes easier to recognize and cite; depar-
turesmust overcome both their intellectual difficulty and the cost ofmaking themselves intelligible
within an already crowded field.

A culture can become more productive while making its organizing assumptions harder to disturb.
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Research risk adds a further pressure. Foster, Rzhetsky, and Evans examined strategies in biomed-
ical chemistry and found that work exploring new relationships was more likely to be ignored, but
also more likely to achieve exceptional impact. Their analysis suggests that the additional citation
reward was insufficient to offset the added risk of failing to publish. The aggregate distribution of
published strategies remained remarkably stable evenwhile the space of possible new relationships
expanded.16

For the individual researcher, intellectual promise and career viability can pull apart. A direction
may be worth pursuing while being a dangerous way to spend the years before the next consequen-
tial evaluation.

The timing of recognition matters. Wang, Veugelers, and Stephan found that novel combinations
of prior knowledge carried greater uncertainty, greater potential for long-term impact, and delayed
recognition. The patterns varied with the degree of novelty and the citation window. Short obser-
vation periods could therefore misrepresent exploratory work whose value took longer to become
visible.17

Funding design can change the work researchers undertake. Azoulay, Graff Zivin, and Manso
compared HHMI investigators—supported through arrangements emphasizing flexibility, longer
horizons, and tolerance of early failure—with similarly accomplished NIH-funded scientists. Their
matched analyses found substantially more high-impact work and greater exploration of new di-
rections among the HHMI investigators. The comparison supports the importance of the funding
environment, while leaving room for differences in selection into the programs.18

Creativity depends partly on who can survive the interval between beginning uncertain work and
establishing its value.

A systemmay celebrate originality while making that interval financially or professionally intolera-
ble. Researchers then learn to present adventurousness in forms that look sufficiently predictable
to support. The rhetoric of exploration can flourish while the conditions necessary for exploration
weaken.

There are genuine counterweights. A study of submissions to 49 life-science and physics journals
found thatmore novelmanuscriptsweremore likely to be accepted, especially when combinedwith
conventional foundations. Publication incentives can reward exploration and partly compensate
for risks elsewhere in the process.19

Publishing a completed result and financing an uncertain attempt remain different decisions. A
journal may welcome a surprising discovery once the evidence exists, while a researcher had diffi-
culty securing the resources needed to produce it. Whether later rewards adequately compensate
for earlier risks depends on the funding system, the field, and the researcher’s position. The journal
study rules out a general claim that peer review inherently punishes novelty; it leaves the distribu-
tion of risk as a substantive institutional question.

Other findings show why familiar measures of academic success cannot simply be added together
as if they identified the same contribution. Li, Tessone, and Zeng found that greater publication
productivity was associated with higher average citations but lower average citation disruption, in-
cluding during particularly productive years within researchers’ careers. Wu, Wang, and Evans,
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analyzing more than 65 million papers, patents, and software products, found that smaller teams
tended toward more disruptive citation patterns, while larger teams tended toward developing ex-
isting trajectories.20 , 21

These studies concern research organization and subsequent influence. They distinguish kinds of
contribution that an institution may otherwise compress into a general impression of productivity
or impact.

The much-discussed historical decline in citation disruption requires similar care. Park, Leahey,
and Funk reported a long decline across approximately 45 million papers and 3.9 million patents.
A subsequent critique identified database artifacts affecting the measured trend; the authors’ reply
defended substantial declines under additional analyses. The magnitude and interpretation of the
finding remain matters of methodological dispute.22

A citation index cannot settle the historical distribution of intellectual depth. The institutional
argument rests on independently documented changes in evaluation, employment, presentation,
behavior, opportunity, and attention. These describe conditions under which recognized academic
achievement can becomemore advantageous than sustained examination ofwhether the prevailing
agenda deserves its authority.

What becomes dominant

Established leadership also shapes who enters a domain. In a study of the premature deaths of em-
inent life scientists, Azoulay, Fons-Rosen, and Graff Zivin found that contributions by outsiders to
the affected fields increased after a star’s death. The new contributions drew on a different scien-
tific corpus and were disproportionately likely to be highly cited. The authors found little support
for a simple account of stars directly blocking entry through editorial or funding control; deterrence
and the structure of the intellectual community were important parts of the explanation.23

Dominance need not mean a numerical majority. People exercise intellectual power when they
determine which questions receive attention, which departures appear credible, and which risks a
younger researcher can afford to take.

The historical conclusion concerns how the documented changes alter that distribution of power.
Less protected employment raises the cost of departure from an established agenda; performance-
based allocationmakes recognizable outputsmore consequential for institutional resources; cumu-
lative advantage helps place successful researchers in positions fromwhich they assess the next gen-
eration. These pressures can shape both the work that survives and the standards used to choose
its successors.

This can transform capable people as well as favor compatible ones. A researcher begins with in-
dependent ambitions, then acquires students, obligations, a laboratory, and a public identity. An
unfamiliar direction threatens the machinery supporting both the researcher and others. Respon-
sibilities produced by success narrow the freedom through which the success originally arose.
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Where inquiry can continue

The changing conditions inside universities raise a further historical question: where else have the
means of inquiry become available? That history is uneven.

During the late twentieth century, many major corporations were retreating from internal pub-
lished science. Arora, Belenzon, and Patacconi documented this development among American
R&D-performing firms during 1980–2006, even while scientific knowledge remained important
to their inventions. Corporate research had its own difficulty sustaining long-horizon inquiry.24

The later industrial concentration of AI research followed a different trajectory. As deep learning
developed during the 2010s, compute, data, engineering infrastructure, and capital became in-
creasingly consequential to the experiments researchers could conduct. The industrial advantage
changed the feasible research agenda.

Ahmed,Wahed, and Thompson reported that the share of North American AI PhDs entering indus-
try rose from 21 percent in 2004 to almost 70 percent in 2020. Their account identifies a growing
concentration of resources required for important parts of AI research.25

A 2026 working paper by Akcigit and colleagues links publication histories to US employer–
employee records for approximately 42,000 AI researchers. The nonacademic employment share
rose from 48 percent in 2001 to 68 percent in 2019. In their event-study comparison, three
years after a move, researchers leaving academia published roughly two-thirds fewer papers,
patented substantially more, and earned more than researchers moving between academic jobs.
Top industrial earnings accelerated around the deep-learning breakthrough period beginning in
2012; departures toward large incumbents intensified after 2017, particularly among younger
researchers. These are observed timings, rather than isolated causal effects of particular inven-
tions.26

By 2025, industry produced over 90 percent of the notable AI models tracked by Stanford’s AI
Index. This establishes a dramatic concentration of frontier development capacity. Recent em-
ployment flows followed a different pattern: industry’s share of new US and Canadian AI PhD
employment remained flat between 2022 and 2024. Concentration of frontier infrastructure and
the movement of researchers are related but distinct developments.27

The migration of material capability is clearer than the migration of independent judgment. A
study of AI researchers moving to industry found that higher measured novelty predicted a lower
propensity to leave, and that publishednovelty fell immediately after amove. Its coverage is limited
to researchers who continued publishing, but the finding directly resists the story that the most
exploratory minds simply departed and became freer.28

Firms can supply extraordinary resources while organizing inquiry around ownership, secrecy, de-
ployment, and commercial strategy. Universities can offer greater agenda freedom while lacking
the resources to execute particular projects. Intellectual opportunity changes with the combina-
tion.

Alternative institutes make the organizational question explicit. Janelia, opened in 2006, empha-
sizes internal funding, small individual research groups, shared infrastructure, and leaders who
remain active researchers. Arc, announced in 2021, offers renewable eight-year funding to core
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laboratories while maintaining substantial university partnerships. Focused Research Organiza-
tions fund defined efforts to build scientific tools and infrastructure that conventional academic
and commercial arrangements have difficulty supplying.29 , 30 , 31

These are experiments in changing the relationship between inquiry and institutional survival.
They support different time horizons or forms of coordination while retaining demanding evalu-
ation. Arc’s founding rationale also identifies an excessive premium on novelty relative to robust-
ness and reproducibility. An institution can distort inquiry through compulsive novelty-seeking as
well as through compulsive conservatism.

The common question is howmuch authority the reward system acquires over what deserves to be
done.

The important historical development is a redistribution of the conditions under which inquiry is
possible. Some opportunities have concentrated in large firms; others have developed through
philanthropic support and alternative organizations; many remain within universities. Their intel-
lectual value depends on the resources, time, criticism, and control over the agenda they provide.

Authority beyond the record

A distinguished appointment, a publication record, and technical expertise supply relevant evi-
dence. Their meaning depends on the work assessed, the conditions under which it was produced,
and the judgment now being requested. A record can justify confidence in one capacity while leav-
ing another insufficiently examined.

Independence becomes visible through sustained intellectual conduct: locating the assumption
doing the work, distinguishing a result from its interpretation, identifying what would change a
conclusion, and correcting the affected claim when an objection succeeds. A brief encounter or an
unanswered message cannot settle those capacities. Repeated engagement with the substance can
reveal them.

The same discipline applies to criticism of academia. A claim of originality requires an argument.
Rejection does not establish depth. An outsider can become as attached to an image of neglected
genius as an insider becomes attached to an image of recognized authority.

What gives the institutional problem its force is the capacity of recognition to reproduce the evi-
dence supporting its own judgments. Publications justify appointments; appointments lend credi-
bility to evaluations; evaluations allocate resources; resources make further publications possible.
The sequence can sustain excellent work. It can also make an inherited standard increasingly diffi-
cult to examine, because each successful passage through it supplies another reason to trust those
who administer it.

Oneway to examine this process is to follow a decision through the cycle: what was assessed, which
evidence counted, what resources followed, and whether later success was used to justify the orig-
inal assessment. That would test the proposed mechanism more directly than a general judgment
about academia’s depth.
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