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Research quality assessment is a cornerstone of academic practice, yet the criteria that inform such judgments are often assumed
rather than critically examined through empirical research. This article draws on a global survey of international relations
(IR) scholars (N = 820) to analyze the cognitive dimensions underlying research quality evaluation and their variation across
sociological and epistemological factors. We identify seven distinct quality factors: theoretical significance, logical style and
structure, practical significance, methodological rigor, contribution and value for future research, interest and topicality, and
challenge to existing knowledge. Our results suggest that, while personal preferences, disciplinary norms, and professional practices
—shaped by variables such as gender, nationality, and political orientation—influence evaluations, research quality judgments are
ultimately grounded in shared cognitive frameworks. Our study offers robust evidence that quality assessments, though subject to
sociological variation, reflect deeper, common cognitive structures across scholarly communities.

A
ssessments of research quality—and cognate
standards of “excellent,” “ground-breaking,” or
“original” research—are fundamental to numerous

critical scholarly decisions, such as the acceptance of
manuscripts for publication, the inclusion of references
in syllabi, decisions about hiring and tenure, the awarding
of prizes and honors, or the allocation of research funding,
all the way to large national research assessment and
international ranking exercises. Despite its centrality in
academic life, quality judgment has often been taken for
granted and has escaped serious empirical scrutiny.
In this article, we map what scholars define as

“quality” scholarship. We offer an empirical approach
to studying the factors scholars use to judge research
quality, focusing on the cognitive structures underlying

these judgments—that is, the mental processes involved
in perceiving, interpreting, and evaluating the quality of
scholarly work—and their relationship to sociological
variables. Our objective is to break down the several
components (or factors) underlying scholars’ informa-
tion processing and opinion formation toward quality
evaluation of a scholarly product. What are the different
dimensions researchers privilege in their quality judg-
ments? Also, do such quality standards vary sociologi-
cally, and how? Are there gendered or national
differences in what criteria are given most weight? Do
scholars of different ranks or those working in different
theoretical traditions emphasize different quality
factors?
Our research lies at the intersection of behavioral

science, the sociology of knowledge, and discussions about
the political science profession—as well as between the
discipline and the broader scholarly landscape in the social
sciences. The main contribution of our study is to deepen
our understanding of the markers of research quality by
uncovering its underlying structures and examining how
they vary with sociological correlates such as gender,
nationality, ideology, professional rank, and epistemolog-
ical preferences. Our findings may prove particularly
valuable for scholars, especially early-career researchers
and those from marginalized groups, as they navigate the
academic landscape. Additionally, those in positions of
power might use our insights to reflect on whether their
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positionality influences their perceptions of quality, pon-
dering whether they align with the broader quality stan-
dards we present in our study.
In the following sections, we first review existing

approaches to the study of quality judgments in academia.
In the subsequent sections we outline our methods, and
present and discuss our results. Specifically, we explore in
those sections (1) the cognitive dimension of quality—
exploring the underlying factors that influence scholars’
judgments—and (2) their sociological correlates—exam-
ining how these underlying quality factors interact with
social, geographical, and intellectual contexts. We con-
clude by discussing the implications of our findings and
suggesting directions for future research.

Studying Quality Judgment
A voluminous literature has devoted attention to the study
of the social workings of the international relations
(IR) discipline (for reviews, see Gofas, Hamati-Ataya, and
Onuf 2018; Hamati-Ataya 2012b). Surveys have mapped
out the prevalence of certain theories, methodologies, sub-
fields, and policy orientations (Maliniak, Peterson, and
Tierney 2012; Maliniak et al. 2017; 2018). Research on
the “institutionalized” discipline has investigated how
departments, associations, boards, societies, and funding
schemes operate (Grenier and Hagmann 2016; Grenier
et al. 2020). Work on the “taught” discipline has examined
educational practices, such as syllabi and textbooks (Colgan
2016; Darwich et al. 2021; Ettinger 2020; 2023; Hagmann
andBiersteker 2014;Murphy et al. 2023; Phull, Ciflikli, and
Meibauer 2019). Scholarship on the “published” and “cited”
discipline has been prolific in interrogating the discipline’s
communicative structures (Hvid, Chagas-Bastos, and Kris-
tensen 2025; Kristensen 2012; 2018; Russett and Arnold
2010; Seabrooke and Young 2017; Sillanpää and Koivula
2010; Soreanu and Hudson 2008) and its national origins
and geographical representativeness (Aydinli and Matthews
2000; Chagas-Bastos et al. 2023; Kristensen 2015; Lohaus
and Wemheuer-Vogelaar 2021; Wemheuer-Vogelaar, Kris-
tensen, and Lohaus 2022). Research on whether citation
practices are biased in terms of gender (Alter et al. 2020;
Dion, Sumner, and Mitchell 2018; Mitchell, Lange, and
Brus 2013;Maliniak, Powers, andWalter 2013; Østby et al.
2013), the prestige of journals, and authors’ institutional
affiliation (Goh 2019; Hendrix and Vreede 2019) has been
particularly prominent.
The sociology of IR literature has thus examined the

biases and inequalities in why scholars are published,
taught, cited, and so on, but not the quality judgments
that underlie such decisions—not to mention tackling it
on a large-scale or cross-national basis.1 Most of these
studies—like other areas of research—have largely
assumed that “quality” is the residue left when all socio-
political determinants and biases (e.g., gender, nationality,

race) are peeled off, as if “high quality” would then be
immediately recognizable to all. This assumption may
partly explain why such studies have shied away from
studying quality judgment itself. Another factor is the
restricted access researchers face when examining quality
judgments, due to the inherent confidentiality and ano-
nymity of academic processes such as peer review and
selection committees—where criteria and decisionmaking
are often opaque, with only editors and panel members
fully aware of which factors are prioritized.

Scholarship in other disciplines has explored various
approaches to studying quality judgments in research.
Broadly, these studies can be divided into two main
streams: one focusing on the outcomes of scientific work
and another examining the processes behind quality judg-
ments (e.g., how committees decide which research pro-
jects to fund).

In the output-oriented stream, a wealth of research has
explored the citation count of peer-reviewed articles as a
proxy for quality. These studies, for instance, aim to predict
the quality of a paper based on a variety of factors such as the
characteristics of journals (e.g., high impact factor) or
authors (e.g., gender, institutional affiliation, nationality,
seniority, and prominence in the field), as well as those of
highly cited papers themselves (e.g., their theoretical con-
tribution in terms of content, or other formal items such as
their word length or number of references, the number of
authors per article), and instances of international coauthor-
ship (for a review, see Xia, Li, and Li 2023; see also Aksnes
2003;Haslam et al. 2008). Using citationmetrics as a proxy
for quality assessment is a relatively consistent method for
identifying high-quality articles based on quantifiable cri-
teria. The relationship between quality and citation count
is, however, dubious at least (see Herrmannova et al. 2018).
Certain articles may experience a short-lived surge in cita-
tions before fading into obscurity, or theymay be frequently
cited for their shortcomings rather than their strengths—
which does not tell us much about their quality. Gottfred-
son (1978), for instance, found that experts’ assessments
of various dimensions of an article’s quality were weakly
correlated (r ≤ 0.23) with citation counts. Similarly, Shadish
(1989) found that although psychologists’ ratings of article
quality indicators were significantly predicted by their
assessments of 25 out of 27 quality-related criteria, only
four of these criteria were shown to predict citations (r ≤
0.22). Furthermore, Lee and colleagues (2003) found that
prospective judgments of quality in the form of “outstand-
ing paper” awards only weakly predicted eventual impact.
In short, bibliometric studies can offer insights into strate-
gies for accruing citations (e.g., Baldi 1998). However, they
are neither a reliable nor a direct measure of research quality
and,more importantly, fail to uncover the reasoning behind
decisions to cite or ignore particular works.

In the process-oriented stream, we find studies that
examine how scholars make judgments in practice—for

2 Perspectives on Politics

Reflection | Mapping Quality Judgment in International Relations

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592724002676 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592724002676


example, prize and funding panels, editorial boards, and
review processes. We can distinguish here between two
types of quality judgment: retrospective judgment focuses
on completed work (e.g., the assessment on whether to
accept or reject a manuscript for publication, or whether to
award tenure) and prospective judgment concerns how
promising work may be in the future (e.g., reflecting on
whether to fund proposals that might eventually lead to
groundbreaking research). Guetzkow, Lamont, and Mal-
lard (2004, 191; see also Mallard, Lamont, and Guetzkow
2009) showed that judgments of quality in the social
sciences and humanities often rely on interpretively flex-
ible criteria, such as originality and significance, which can
mean anything from “using a new approach, method, or
data, studying a new topic and doing research in an
understudied area, as well as producing new theories and
findings” to having a “grasp of the relevant literatures” and
displaying “scholarly excellence” (Lamont 2009, 27, table
2.1). The seminal sociological work of Michèle Lamont
(2009) showed that judgments of quality in grant review
panels are relative (to disciplinary environments, among
other things) and more cognitively, socially, and emotion-
ally attuned than scholars might like to admit. In the same
vein, studies of the peer review process have compared
original submissions, reviewer reports, and final publica-
tions to examine what criteria reviewers actually use, and
have found that revisions often aim more at theoretical or
conceptual reaming, reworking the discussion and litera-
ture engaged (i.e., interpretive revisions), rather than
revisions of methodology or data (Strang and Siler
2015). Although output-oriented studies demonstrate
strong reliability and generalizability, their validity is
undermined by a tendency to conflate quality with citation
counts. Moreover, these quantitative studies often obscure
the process of quality judgment itself. In contrast, process-
oriented studies aim to unpack the black box of quality
judgment. However, these qualitative studies generally
suffer from weaker reliability due to the challenges in
accessing judgment processes, often relying on analyses
and interpretations of scholars’ perspectives as expressed in
their publications or through interviews.

A Cognitive Approach to Quality
Judgment
Psychologists Robert Sternberg and Tamara Gordeeva
(1996) proposed a different approach to quality judgment,
exploring the cognitive processes involved in how individ-
uals think and decide about quality. To study the anatomy
of research “impact” and uncover what distinguishes
influential papers, they drew on extensive research in
intelligence (see Sternberg 1997 for a review). The foun-
dation of their approach is the triarchic theory of intelligence
(Sternberg 1985a; 1985b; Sternberg et al. 1999),
grounded in the idea that intelligence encompasses three
key cognitive dimensions: analytical reasoning, the critical

evaluation and logical processing of information; creativ-
ity, the ability to generate innovative ideas and tackle
problems from unconventional angles; and practical prob-
lem solving, the capacity to apply knowledge effectively in
real-world contexts.2

Based on the idea that assessments of research are also a
product of underlying cognitive dimensions, they presented
scholars with a 45-item questionnaire focused on the
general properties of a research article, asking them to rank
these properties by their importance for making an
“impact” on the field—a proxy for quality. As a result, they
identified six factors driving influential research: (1) quality
of presentation; (2) theoretical significance; (3) practical
significance; (4) substantive interest; (5) methodological
rigor; and (6) value for future research (see appendix C in
the online supplementary file for further details). This six-
factor model reflects what scholars might consider when
evaluating the potential quality of research, and may intu-
itively align with what characterizes impactful work. Above
all, they provided a sophisticated and comprehensive frame-
work for evaluating the impact and significance of scholarly
work, highlighting the nuanced nature of quality judgment
in academia. These factors offer a comprehensive, albeit not
exhaustive, list of elements that give us insight into what the
scientific communitymight see as the underlying features of
the most impactful articles in the field. The merits of this
cognitive approach, compared to existing work, lie in its
ability to investigate the building blocks of what constitutes
quality judgment in a replicable manner.
Building on Sternberg and Gordeeva’s work, we study a

selection of published IR authors and their underlying
features of quality judgment. While their study primarily
examined themost salient criteria within “impactful” peer-
reviewed journal articles, our approach focuses on what
distinguishes high-quality ones. Impact is more interpre-
tively flexible than asking directly about quality.
We aim to fill two main research gaps by examining,

first, the cognitive structures of quality judgment within
IR and, second, how these quality standards vary accord-
ing to scholars’ positions in the discipline. First, individ-
uals (researchers) with different cognitive styles might
prioritize different criteria, interpret evidence differently,
and arrive at varying conclusions when evaluating research
quality.3 We have limited knowledge about the underlying
quality features scholars prioritize when evaluating
research. Are these criteria tied to the novelty of the
theoretical argument, methodological rigor, clarity of
ideas, or the potential to initiate new research areas? Could
it be policy relevance or perhaps the alignment of the
research with existing literature? In short, we need to have
a clear understanding of the underlying cognitive dimen-
sions of quality judgment in IR.
Second, our purpose is to gain an insight into how

cognitive dimensions of quality judgments vary according
to sociological correlates. Cognition does not exist in a
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vacuum. We know even less about whether and how such
cognitive quality standards are embedded sociologically.
How do quality judgments vary in terms of gender,
geographical background, ideological beliefs, or profes-
sional seniority? Furthermore, how do these quality factors
vary along with different theoretical leanings, methodo-
logical preferences, and fields of study?
Sternberg and Gordeeva provide the tools for cogni-

tively mapping quality judgment, and our study pushes
research forward by examining the sociological correlates
of these latent quality factors. A thorough comprehension
of the cognitive structures of quality and how they interact
with the positionality of researchers enhances our under-
standing of quality judgment in IR, and also provides a
novel take that can be replicated in other branches of social
science.

Methods
We gathered our data between December 2022 and
January 2023. Ethics clearance for our study was granted
by the Research Ethics Committee at the Faculty of Social
Sciences at the University of Copenhagen and Horizon
Europe’s Marie Skłodowska-Curie Actions (grant agree-
ment no. 101032425). Further details on statistics, demo-
graphics, and complete question wording are reported in
the online supplementary file to save space; for the raw
data, see Chagas-Bastos and Kristensen (2025).

Analytical Strategy
We employed a two-step process to identify cognitive
factors underlying quality judgments and examine their
relationship to sociological variables in the context of IR
research. The first step involved identifying latent cogni-
tive quality constructs through exploratory factor analysis
(EFA) to determine the key elements scholars associate
with quality research. Following this, we utilized the
scores of each quality factor in our regression models to
evaluate how quality factors and sociological variables are
interrelated.

Power Analysis and Sampling
Given the uncertainties about the size of our target
population, we adopted a sampling approach based on
statistical power calculatios to ensure the robustness of
findings overall and at each stage of analysis.4 Guidelines
suggest a ratio of at least 10 participants per survey item for
the EFA (Bryant and Yarnold 1995; Comrey and Howard
1992; Gorsuch 2015). Given our 49-item questionnaire
(see details below), this translates to a minimum of
490 participants. For our regression models, we conducted
an a priori sampling calculation using R software.5 Our
goal was to achieve high power (0.95) to detect small effect
sizes (β = 0.20) at α = 0.05 (two tailed) in multiple linear
regressions with nine predictors.6 The results indicated a

minimum required sample size of 133 participants. To
account for potential data loss and to ensure robustness in
both techniques used, we decided to collect data above the
highest minimum threshold.

Recruitment
We also employed an inductive recruitment strategy to
cast a broad net and engage as many participants as
possible from the global IR scholarly community. To
compile a list of potential participants, we gathered pub-
licly available email addresses of authors who had pub-
lished peer-reviewed journal articles in the “international
relations” and “political science” categories7 of the Web of
Science database, covering the period from January 2000
to December 2022.8 Published authors who had under-
gone peer review in IR journals were considered the
relevant population for our study, as they represent a
significant cross-section of the global IR scholarly com-
munity. We recognize, however, that many IR scholars
worldwide may not have published in Web of Science-
listed journals, and some who have may not identify as IR
scholars. Furthermore, recruiting solely from this pool
would also introduce an Anglo-European bias. To broaden
the scope of potential participants, we manually collected
email addresses of colleagues in IR and political science
departments, as listed on institutional web pages, from
four of the largest academic communities in the Global
South: Brazil, India, Mexico, and Turkey.

Demographics
A total of 820 individuals from 83 countries participated
in our research (32.1% female; 90.2% held a PhD; 85%
self-identified as working in an IR subfield). While we do
not claim that our sample is representative of the IR
discipline, the demographics align with those of compa-
rable studies (see appendix B in the online supplementary
file for details). Political ideology distribution in our study,
for instance, follows what has been found in previous
research (e.g., Rathbun 2012). Similarly, gender distribu-
tion aligns with the 2017 (total sample) and 2022 (United
States sample) waves of the TRIP survey (Entringer et al.
2023; Maliniak et al. 2017). Our primary focus is on
individual-level cognitive differences, rendering concerns
regarding the representativeness of the sample less impor-
tant. Still, our sample size (N = 820) allowed for 95%
statistical power to detect small effects (two tailed) in
ordinary least squares (OLS) models and meets the require-
ments for a robust EFA.

Measurements
To assess the underlying factors of research quality, we
adapted the measurement developed by Sternberg and
Gordeeva (1996). We made minor textual modifications
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to the original questionnaire, merely rephrasing items or
removing disciplinary specificities to make them broadly
applicable to other areas of science. Additionally, we
removed four items that were specific to psychology and
replaced them with eight new ones, ensuring the scale is as
inclusive as possible. The revised set comprised 49 state-
ments about quality research, answered using a seven-
point Likert scale (1 = “not at all important,” 4 =
“neutral,” 7 = “extremely important”). Given that the
original text instructing participants about the task asked
respondents what they considered necessary to make an
“impact in the discipline,” we revised it to explicitly focus
on quality.
When asked about impact, some respondents might

focus on what is needed to accumulate citations, others
might consider the criteria for a paper to gain fame, and still
others might point to different indicators of “impact in the
field.” To address this limitation in the original study, we
explicitly asked scholars about “quality,” aiming to avoid the
interpretive flexibility that could lead respondents to base
their answers on idiosyncratic understandings of impact.

Procedure
Participants were contacted using an automated mailing
system in three waves between December 2022 and
January 2023 and were invited to participate in our study.
Those who expressed interest in participating in the study
were directed to the web-based Qualtrics survey software
to read and complete both the plain-language statement
and the informed-consent forms. They were explicitly told
that their participation was voluntary and anonymous,
and that they could opt out at any time without any
penalties. They first answered demographic (age, gender,
nationality), professional (professional rank, employment
location), and epistemological (theoretical paradigm pref-
erences and areas of study) questions.9 Next, participants
completed the questionnaire about research quality and,
finally, political orientation. The order of all measurements
and items in each questionnaire was randomized. After
participants completed and submitted their responses,
they were debriefed about the study and informed of their
contributions to it. The response completeness rate was
100%.
The main questionnaire in the study asked scholars

about their “views on the importance of the parameters
belowwhen evaluating the quality of work in International
Relations” and to rank what they consider important. We
essentially asked participants to adopt the perspective of a
reviewer, focusing on the standards they personally deem
crucial in assessing quality (individual quality standards),
rather than the perspective of the reviewee assessing the
standards by which their ownwork or research in general is
evaluated during review (communal quality standards), as
follows:

This questionnaire seeks your views on what importance the
parameters below hold when evaluating the quality of work in
International Relations—andmore broadly Social Sciences. Each
statement represents an attribute contributing to high-quality
levels of a journal article studying world politics. Your task is to
rate on a 1 to 7 scale, where 1 indicates that you do not believe
that the attribute is of any real importance in determining the
quality of an article, and 7 indicates that you believe that the
attribute is of extreme importance.

Control Variables
We controlled our models for basic demographics (gender
and nationality) and political orientation. The Social and
Economic Conservatism Scale (SECS; Everett 2013) was
used to measure participants’ multiple ideological dimen-
sions. The SECS consists of 12 items (α = 0.91) that relate
to economic (e.g., “limited government”) or sociopolitical
(e.g., “religion”) issues. Participants rated their attitude
toward each issue on a hundred-point scale, where a score
of one hundred indicates a greater level of positivity
(i.e., high conservatism) and a score of zero indicates a
greater level of negativity (i.e., low conservatism).

The Cognitive Dimensions of Quality
Judgments in IR
The top 10 ranked quality items are oriented toward
writing, presentation, and comprehension, with aspects
such as clarity, structure, flow, succinctness, and consis-
tency followed by others centered on the manuscript’s
significance, its potential contribution to the field, and
contextualization within existing literature. In the follow-
ing items (ranks 11–18) the emphasis shifts to novelty,
with quality items such as presenting new ideas, offering
new and better explanations, and opening new research
avenues. Next, we find items (ranks 19–25) centered on
capturing attention, exemplification, clear messages, and
broad relevance. The items ranked 26–36 are oriented
toward theoretical and conceptual contributions, theory
building, and the presentation of new, alternative, or
modified concepts and theories. Among the least impor-
tant items, we find items related to methodological and
data contribution as well as practical and policy signifi-
cance (ranks 37–41), and in the lowest ranks (44–49) ones
such as debunking or falsifying existing theories, timeli-
ness, and the generalizability of findings and theories.10

The analysis of standard deviations showed a high level
of consensus among participants on items related to the
logical clarity and coherence of argumentation (items 1, 2,
and 4). The focus on items related to presenting and
organizing ideas or results seems to reflect a broader trend
in the social sciences, where academic writing is expected
to adhere to a scientific style. Items with the least agreement
concern the use of hypothesis testing (item 34) and an
unbiased tone (item 31), as well as timeliness (item 48).
The high level of disagreement observed on the former two
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can be taken as an indication that the positivist–postposi-
tivist divide in the discipline transfers into quality judg-
ment.
To identify how these latent quality constructs cluster,

we used the same EFAmethods (i.e., principal component
analysis with varimax rotation; see appendix D in the
online supplementary file for further details) as in the
original study. Our analysis successfully replicated the

original six-factor structure, albeit with minor revisions
in their labels, and revealed a novel factor (factor 7, items
39, 35, 38, and 45). Table 1 displays the factors ordered
from the highest to the lowest eigenvalue—that is, the
strength of the factor in accounting for variance within the
correlational data.11 Taken together, the seven factors in
our study explain 54.46% of the variance, compared to
49.76% in the original study.

Table 1
EFA for the Latent Cognitive Quality Constructs

Scale value Loading Item

Factor 1. Theoretical significance
(Average scale: 4.99; eigenvalue: 11.91; Cronbach’s α = 0.89)

5.00 0.78 Presents a useful new theory or theoretical framework
5.16 0.76 Presents results of major theoretical significance
5.15 0.74 Contains useful implications for theory building
5.14 0.73 Presents a useful new concept or theory
5.18 0.69 Proposes alternatives to an existing theoretical and conceptual framework
4.92 0.61 Contains some surprising results that make sense in some theoretical context
5.05 0.61 Contains useful recommendations for changes or modifications in accepted theoretical

constructs
4.57 0.57 Debunks an existing theory or way of thinking
4.70 0.50 Develops a new and useful methodology

Factor 2. Logical style and structure
(Average scale: 5.96; eigenvalue: 4.04; Cronbach’s α = 0.86)

6.15 0.74 Has a logical flow and organization of ideas
6.15 0.72 Well written, well structured, and well organized
6.21 0.71 The problem is clearly stated and well conceptualized
5.81 0.70 The writing is succinct and internally consistent
6.19 0.70 Arguments are presented clearly and discussed carefully with tight, logical reasoning
6.08 0.62 Results are presented clearly and discussed carefully with tight, logical reasoning
5.58 0.59 The language meets acceptable academic standards
5.71 0.56 There is adequate reference made to other work in the field
5.73 0.48 Contains useful implications for a scholarly understanding of the field

Factor 3. Practical significance
(Average scale: 5.01; eigenvalue: 2.20; Cronbach’s α = 0.79)

4.73 0.72 Contains useful implications for policy and professional practice
4.83 0.68 Results are of major practical significance
4.63 0.54 Is applicable to work in many other research areas
5.25 0.54 Is clearly understandable to a broad cross-section of scholars
5.39 0.48 Includes concrete examples
5.21 0.43 Contains useful recommendations for further research or for changing research

methodology

Factor 4. Methodological rigor
(Average scale: 4.82; eigenvalue: 1.87; Cronbach’s α = 0.77)

5.02 0.74 Hypotheses are clearly stated and testable
5.09 0.64 Tone is unbiased and impartial
5.04 0.56 Contains interesting generalizations, which are clearly stated, confirmed, and based upon

results
3.88 0.47 Presented theory is a general one
5.22 0.46 Considers different alternative interpretations of the data and then arrives at a clear final,

unambiguous interpretation
4.66 0.45 Integrates into a new, simpler framework data that have previously required a complex and

possibly unwieldy framework

(Continued)
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The factors are interpreted as follows:

• Factor 1. Theoretical significance contains a range of
quality items that emphasize innovative ideas or
alternatives to established theories, and contains novel
results that make new sense of or debunk existing
theoretical frameworks. This can be taken as evidence
that theoretical significance is still a major factor in IR
when its scholars assess the quality of manuscripts,
regardless of consistent concerns about the “end”
of IR theory (Dunne, Hansen, and Wight 2013;
Guzzini 2013;Mearsheimer andWalt 2013; Sylvester
2007; Wæver 2016). The premium on theoretical
significance, however, does not automatically imply
that the theory advanced in a manuscript needs to be
contributing to the grand IR “isms” or the so-called
great debates. Rather, as the top items in factor
1 indicate, it is the novelty of theories or concepts that
is perceived as a central quality criterion. This finding
aligns with the argument made regarding the prolif-
eration of new theoretical “turns” in IR (Baele and
Bettiza 2021; Heiskanen and Beaumont 2024).12

Although making a novel theoretical contribution
might be a hard task, importing a novel concept or
theory from other fields or disciplines is perhaps less so
—and it seems to be the path taken by some of the
most successful approaches in IR. The integration of
external concepts can serve as a catalyst for theoretical
innovation within political research.

• Factor 2.Logical style and structure contains items related
to argumentation and presentation: clear, logical orga-
nization and progression of ideas, clear problem state-
ments, succinct and consistent (i.e., unambiguous)
writing, and proper academic language and referencing
to relevant literature. Writing is not just about gram-
matical correctness and style, but also a culturally
variable conception of what counts as logical flow,
eloquence, andwell-organized and solid argumentation.
A clear writing style is sometimes viewed as a direct
indicator of personal intelligence, scientific competence,
and “clarity of the mind” (Lamont 2009, 168). On the
surface, the importance of a logical style and structure
seems uncontroversial; it is not, however, as innocuous
as it seems. Upon closer inspection, the items in factor
2 indicate that clarity is specifically associated with a
standardized writing style that previous studies in the
sociology of IR have labeled as distinctly Anglo-Saxon,
one that mimics the argumentative structure and rhe-
toric found in the natural sciences “with brief, straight-
forward statements and linear progression of an
argument” (Wæver 1998, 694; see also Horn 2017).
This style has arguably become hegemonic (at least in
the West), at the expense of other forms of academic
expression such as, inter alia, the more complex (and
precise) German writing style with attached provisos
(Wæver 1998), the French style of argument structur-
ing and allusion (Breitenbauch 2013; Lamont 1987), or
a more holistic and circular “Chinese thinking style”

Table 1 (Continued)

Scale value Loading Item

Factor 5. Contribution and value for future research
(Average scale: 5.54; eigenvalue: 1.25; Cronbach’s α = 0.72)

5.44 0.64 Generates new research
5.53 0.63 Opens up a new problem (research question) for investigation
5.51 0.46 Contains useful implications for future research studies
5.69 0.44 Provides a better explanation of existing phenomena

Factor 6. Interest and topicality
(Average scale: 5.24; eigenvalue: 1.08; Cronbach’s α = 0.71)

5.39 0.63 Captures reader’s interest
5.74 0.60 Topic is interesting and important
4.02 0.52 Appears at the right moment, when people are ready to hear the message
5.33 0.49 Starts and ends strongly, attracting attention and interest from the first paragraph and ending

with a clear take-home message
5.69 0.47 Provides new and exciting ideas

Factor 7. Challenge to existing knowledge
(Average scale: 4.49; eigenvalue: 1.05; Cronbach’s α = 0.63)

4.34 0.71 Results are intriguing but do not fit any existing theory
4.41 0.54 Provides evidence that fails to support an existing influential theory
4.06 0.47 Presented findings are general ones
5.15 0.45 Critiques existing knowledge

Note: Items were listed only if their factor loading was 0.40 or greater.
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(Kristensen andNielsen 2010, 73), so much so that our
results showed that IR scholars worldwide designate an
Anglo-Saxon writing style as a token of quality.

• Factor 3. Practical significance contains items suggesting
that quality in a manuscript also hinges on presenting
results of practical significance, with useful implications
for the academic profession and for policy, as well as
ideas that are applicable to many areas (across the
discipline and beyond). It suggests that quality research
is embedded in the environments in which research
takes place, including the problem-solving context and
societal influences, and shapes the choice of research
topics and design, as well as the potential uses of the
findings (Gibbons et al. 1994; Nowotny, Scott, and
Gibbons 2003). This factor supports recent research
(Hendrix et al. 2023) that has debunked the long-
standing narrative about IR as a “cult of irrelevance”
lacking serious engagement with policy (Avey and
Desch 2014; Avey et al. 2022; Desch 2019). Our
findings provide further support that practicality, or
perhaps the perception of policy relevance, is also seen
as an intrinsic part of research quality.

• Factor 4.Methodological rigor refers to items converging
on scientific rigor and objectivity. The first items
stress clear and testable hypotheses, impartiality, and
evidence-based generalizations, while the last two items
specifically concern empirical contributions. This fac-
tor highlights that quality in amanuscript can also stem
from presenting innovative methodologies, novel data,
or cutting-edge research techniques, as well as from
distilling otherwise complex data into a comprehensive
framework. The underlying components in factor
4 resonate with debates over whether IR scholars
increasingly favor methodological rigor or political
relevance, and “simplistic hypothesis testing” over
theory building (e.g., Mearsheimer and Walt 2013;
Walt 1999).

• Factor 5. Contribution and value for future research
points toward the key role of originality and inno-
vation in a manuscript. The synthesis of items in
this factor reflects the value placed by IR scholars on
the capacity of a manuscript to catalyze further
inquiry, promote intellectual growth, and enhance
understanding in the field. “Quality” here means that
research should serve as a launching pad for additional
studies—generative research that advances the state of
the art, be it within the discipline at large or within
more specific research programs.

• Factor 6. Interest and topicality underscores the
importance of effective storytelling, capturing atten-
tion, and timeliness in academic research. Apart from
the question of timing and an attention-grabbing
style, the third item suggests that IR scholars perceive
quality research as inherently linked to current, real-
world events.

• Factor 7.Challenge to existing knowledge is a new factor
that highlights the quality weight IR scholars place on
questioning conventional wisdom and theoretical
frameworks. Quality in those terms translates into
the capacity to put forth intriguing results that defy
current theories, offer evidence that disrupts existing
influential ideas, and introduce general findings that
prompt a critical evaluation of current knowledge. It
also considers whether the work provides surprising
results that nevertheless speak to existing theories,
recommends changes to accepted concepts, challenges
current theories, or introduces new methodologies.
There is a subtle contrast in the components of factor
7, however. While the first two items and the last one
highlight the importance of innovative theoretical
development, the third item underscores the signifi-
cance of effectively integrating novel findings into
existing scholarship.

The Sociological Correlates of Quality
Judgments in IR
Having outlined the cognitive dimensions of quality
judgment, we now examine their associations with, and
variation according to, positional variables such as gen-
der, nationality, professional status, and epistemological
stances within the discipline.

Before examining the differences based on sociological-
positional variables, it is important to note that these
differences may suggest that scholars identifying with these
groups hold others, but also themselves, to higher quality
standards than those who do not identify with these
groups. Recall that while our focus is on how scholars
evaluate work in IR, this does not preclude that they would
hold their own work to similar standards. In fact, it is
reasonable to assume that participants, to avoid cognitive
dissonance, apply the same standards to themselves.

Zero-order correlations presented in table 2 show that
nationality and ideology are positively associated with all
seven factors. Professional rank (i.e., tenure versus unte-
nured) shows positive associations only for tenured ranks,
with moderate significance for theoretical significance
(factor 1) and methodological rigor (factor 4). The correla-
tions between gender and quality factors suggest that
gender differences may be linked to variations in quality
perceptions in IR, specifically in factors such as logical style
and structure (factor 2) and interest and topicality (factor 6).

We regressed sociological (e.g., gender, nationality,
ideology, and professional ranking/tenure status; table 3)
and epistemological (e.g., theoretical affiliation and area of
study; tables 4 and 5) variables on all seven quality factors
to better characterize the unique associations between
these positional aspects and latent quality factors.

Gender (coded for female) positively predicted logical style
and structure (factor 2) and interest and topicality (factor 6)—
much in line with zero-order correlations. Our findings may
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Table 2
Correlational Findings

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

1. Factor 1 —

2. Factor 2 0.30*** —

3. Factor 3 0.54*** 0.43*** —

4. Factor 4 0.48*** 0.48*** 0.58*** —

5. Factor 5 0.60*** 0.42*** 0.58*** 0.44*** —

6. Factor 6 0.44*** 0.49*** 0.59*** 0.39*** 0.51*** —

7. Factor 7 0.60*** 0.26*** 0.53*** 0.49*** 0.50*** 0.43*** —

8. Gender (female) 0.01 0.10** 0.06 0.03 0.03 0.11** −0.01 —

9. Conservatism 0.12*** 0.08* 0.25*** 0.36*** 0.14*** 0.13*** 0.20*** −0.08* —

10. Tenured 0.10** 0.06 0.05 0.10** 0.03 0.07* 0.08* −0.06 0.03 —

11. Tenure track −0.02 −0.04 −0.03 −0.07 0.000 0.000 0.07 0.09* 0.000 −0.66*** —

12. Nationality (South) 0.13*** 0.10** 0.24*** 0.20*** 0.23*** 0.18*** 0.16*** 0.05 0.30*** −0.17*** 0.17*** —

Notes: Gender = male (0); female (1); other (2). Nationality = North (0); South (1).

Table 3
OLS Models for Social Variables Predicting Quality Factors

Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5 Factor 6 Factor 7

Models (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14)

Tenured 0.16* — 0.06 — 0.07 — 0.11* — 0.08 — 0.17*** — 0.25*** —

Tenure track 0.06 — −0.03 — −0.03 — −0.02 — 0.01 — 0.07 — 0.22*** —

Assistant
professor

— 0.06 — −0.03 — −0.03 — −0.02 — 0.01 — 0.07 — 0.22***

Associate
professor

— 0.10 — 0.04 — 0.06 — 0.06 — 0.04 — 0.11* — 0.22***

Full professor — 0.19*** — 0.07 — 0.07 — 0.14** — 0.11* — 0.19*** — 0.26***
Nonacademic — −0.04 — −0.01 — 0.02 — 0.01 — 0.01 — 0.04 — 0.03
Gender

(female)
0.01 0.01 0.11** 0.11** 0.08* 0.08* 0.07* 0.06 0.02 0.03 0.11** 0.11** 0.00 −0.01

Nationality
(South)

0.13*** 0.14*** 0.08* 0.09* 0.20*** 0.20*** 0.12*** 0.14*** 0.23*** 0.24*** 0.19*** 0.17*** 0.13*** 0.13***

Conservatism 0.08* 0.08* 0.06 0.06 0.20*** 0.20*** 0.33*** 0.33*** 0.07 0.07 0.09* 0.09* 0.16*** 0.15***

R2 0.04 0.05 0.03 0.03 0.11 0.11 0.16 0.17 0.07 0.07 0.07 0.07 0.09 0.09
Adjusted R2 0.04 0.04 0.02 0.02 0.11 0.10 0.15 0.16 0.06 0.06 0.06 0.06 0.08 0.08
N 789 810 789 810 789 810 789 810 789 810 789 810 789 810

Notes: Gender = male (0); female (1); other (2). Nationality = North (0); South (1). All variable values represent standardized coefficients (β). * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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be taken as an expression of the quality standards female
scholars hold when submitting their own work to peer
review. The gender differences identified in these specific
factors may reflect the gendered expectations that female
scholars face in their careers, such as the additional pressure
to demonstrate greater clarity and topicality in their writing
compared to their male colleagues (see Leahey 2006). This
interpretation of gendered differences in quality standards
aligns with other studies—such as those on submission and
perception gaps (Brouns 2004; Brown et al. 2020; Djupe,
Smith, and Sokhe 2019; Teele andThelen 2017)—showing
that male scholars are more likely to take risks, submit more
work for review, and face more rejections, while female

scholars, on average, perceive themselves as less likely to be
published in top general political science journals. A final
note is necessary: the small effect sizes reported suggest that,
despite being statistically significant, these differences may
lack practical significance—particularly because previous
research has found no cognitive differences between sexes
(Sternberg, Wong, and Sternberg 2019; Sternberg et al.
2020).

Nationality (coded for South13) strongly positively
predicted all seven factors. This may be an indication that
scholars from the Global South hold higher quality stan-
dards than their northern peers who participated in our
study. It is more likely, however, that participants from the

Table 4
OLS Models for IR Paradigmatic Preferences Predicting Quality Factors

Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5 Factor 6 Factor 7

Models (15) (16) (17) (18) (19) (20) (21)

IR theory

Realism 0.09* 0.04 0.07 0.09* 0.08* 0.05 0.04
Liberalism 0.12** −0.01 0.07* 0.08* 0.08* 0.000 0.04
English school 0.07* 0.04 0.08* 0.09* 0.08* 0.03 0.05
Constructivism 0.13*** 0.04 0.03 −0.02 0.09* 0.06 0.06
Feminism 0.02 0.01 0.01 −0.13*** 0.02 0.04 −0.01
Marxism 0.08* 0.07 0.04 0.000 0.07 0.000 0.09*
Other 0.10* 0.01 0.04 −0.03 0.07 0.02 0.05

R2 0.03 0.01 0.01 0.04 0.02 0.005 0.01
Adjusted R2 0.02 −0.001 0.004 0.03 0.01 −0.003 0.003
N 820 820 820 820 820 820 820

Notes: All variable values represent standardized coefficients (β). * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

Table 5
OLS Models for Area of Study Predicting Quality Factors

Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5 Factor 6 Factor 7

Models (22) (23) (24) (25) (26) (27) (28)

Area of study

International relations theory 0.07 0.03 −0.08 −0.12** 0.04 0.000 −0.01
International security 0.08 −0.02 0.02 −0.02 0.09* 0.02 0.000
International institutions −0.01 0.03 0.02 −0.03 0.03 0.000 0.03
International organizations −0.04 −0.07 −0.03 −0.08* −0.02 −0.03 −0.05
Foreign policy analysis 0.05 0.02 0.03 0.07 0.09* 0.01 0.04
International political sociology 0.07 −0.02 0.000 −0.06 0.05 0.03 0.000
Development studies 0.08 0.01 0.08* 0.04 0.10* 0.04 0.06
International relations of a
particular region

0.04 0.04 0.06 0.05 0.12** 0.12* 0.04

Other 0.02 −0.05 −0.02 −0.05 −0.03 −0.01 −0.01

R2 0.02 0.01 0.02 0.04 0.03 0.02 0.01
Adjusted R2 0.005 0.002 0.01 0.03 0.02 0.005 0.000
N 820 820 820 820 820 820 820

Notes: All variable values represent standardized coefficients (β). * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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Global South perceive the quality standards necessary to
pass peer review to be higher than their peers in the Global
North. From our data it is not possible to disentangle
whether southern scholars simply view the standards as
higher than their northern peers do, or whether they also
harbor a sense of discrimination and unfair treatment—
that they are being judged by different and higher stan-
dards than their Global North peers. This would be not
surprising for factor 2, as native and non-native English
speakers, by definition, face different barriers to getting
published in mainstream journals as long as English is the
lingua franca in academia. Scholars outside the Global
North, and non-native speakers in those latitudes, are
expected to have high proficiency in English (e.g., C1
level according to the Common European Framework of
Reference for Languages) to pursue graduate studies, even in
their own countries in some cases, and to have their academic
quality recognized. As long as Anglophone norms in aca-
demic writing prevail, non-native speakers are likely to
remain in a disadvantaged and structurally dependent posi-
tion (Aydinli and Aydinli 2024). The discrimination and
stigmatization that non-native English speakers experience in
the peer review process are well documented (Demeter 2020,
31–32; Horn 2017). The increasing availability of artificial
intelligence (AI) tools might help to level the playing field in
terms of grammar, stylistic consistency, and even organiza-
tion,flow, and readability.14 It is worth noting, however, that
because nationality shows significance across the board, the
analysis of geographical differences in quality assessment goes
way beyond writing and language and warrants a further
study on its own.
Political orientation, measured by high scores in con-

servatism, emerged as a strong positive predictor of factors
3, 4, and 7. This indicates that differences in quality
judgment among scholars are also channeled through
ideological preferences. Our results suggest that more
conservative scholars are more likely to emphasize meth-
odological rigor and generalizability as well as practical and
policy significance as markers of quality. This resonates
with research in social and political psychology showing
robust associations between conservatism and personality
traits characterized by organization, thoroughness, pro-
ductivity, and competence—that is, conscientiousness
and its lower-level aspects, orderliness and industriousness
(see Osborne, Satherley, and Sibley 2021).
Tenure-track rank only positively predicted challenge to

existing knowledge (factor 7). Meanwhile, being a tenured
scholar is a significant positive predictor across factors
except logical style and structure (factor 2), practical signif-
icance (factor 3) and contribution and value for future
research (factor 5). When we disaggregate professional
ranking or tenure status (even-numbered models in table
3), a more nuanced picture emerges. Although all three
ranks (assistant, associate, and full professorship) show
significant positive associations with challenge to existing

knowledge (factor 7), only the full professor rank predicts
quality factors across the board, except for logical style and
structure (factor 2) and practical significance (factor 3).
Results for both groups of regression models were aligned
with correlational findings. Taken together, these results
suggest that early-career scholars tend to privilege, first and
foremost, the challenging-existing-knowledge quality cri-
terion. On the other hand, we observed strong and robust
associations between being a full professor and valuing
theoretical significance (factor 1) and interest and topicality
(factor 6), which we cannot identify in the other profes-
sorial ranks. It appears that IR scholars who have pro-
gressed beyond the tenure-track stage tend to prioritize
additional quality factors beyond challenging established
knowledge, which is often crucial for early-career col-
leagues or those in the process of consolidating their
positions (associate professors). Furthermore, these find-
ings may indicate that spending more time in the profes-
sion prompts researchers to recognize and value a broader
range of quality factors in scholarship.
We turn now to whether scholars’ epistemological posi-

tionality, such as their paradigmatic affiliations and areas of
study, are associated with the specific factors of quality
judgment. The importance attached to the quality factors
does vary according to scholars’ theoretical commitment
and/or subfield. Results are more nuanced than antici-
pated, however. The most robust positive associations
between quality factors and IR theories were clustered
around theoretical significance (factor 1) where there was a
strongly significant association with constructivism, but
also liberalism and other theoretical schools (except fem-
inism). Add to this the fact that contribution and value for
future research (factor 5) also showed an interesting con-
trast between mainstream and more critical theoretical
approaches. Realism, liberalism, the English school, and
constructivism were associated with the value-for-future-
research factor, whereas feminism and Marxism did not
yield any significant associations. Taken together, this can
be interpreted as an indication that scholars affiliated with
mainstream IR theories place a relatively higher emphasis
on work that is generative within that research program,
whereas scholars working within more transdisciplinary
theoretical frameworks such as Marxism and feminism
(and “other”) view this as less important. Liberalism,
realism, and the English school were also weakly positively
associated with methodological rigor (factor 4). For liberal-
ism and realism, this may be because this factor has a slant
toward positivist methodologies (e.g., clear hypotheses,
impartiality, generalizability, and empirics in the form of
data), but such findings are harder to explain in the case of
the English school. More noteworthy is that feminism
showed a robust negative association with methodological
rigor. This is likely due to the postpositivist epistemology
and critical, normative ethos of feminist approaches to IR,
which clashes with many of the items in factor 4.
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In a final exploration of affiliations to areas of study, the
results are modest (table 5). The regression models yield no
significant results for factors 1, 2, and 7; we are also cautious
to lend much importance to the weak results for factors
3 and 6. The nuanced findings for other factors, however,
unveiled some intriguing associations. Those who identified
IR theory or international organization(s) as their main area
of study showed a weak-to-moderate negative association
with factor 4 (methodological rigor). Factor 5 (contribution
and value for future research), however, coherently showed
itself to be associated with subjects such as the study of the
international relations of particular regions, development
studies, foreign policy analysis, and international security—
which in general are linked to or rooted in regional or
country-based specializations.

Implications and Potential Uses
Our insights into the cognitive structures of quality judg-
ment and their sociological aspects yield significant impli-
cations in four main areas: career and publication
strategies, pedagogical and training purposes, for minori-
ties within the discipline, and for those in positions of
power.
The findings we present here can be applied to both

“clinical” and “cynical” purposes (Hamati-Ataya 2012a).
“Clinical” in the sense that the objectification of quality
judgments generates valuable empirical knowledge about
the workings of an underexamined practice in the social
sciences. “Cynical” in that our mapping of the dimensions
of quality judgments can be (ab)used as a strategic tool for
scholars navigating the increasingly competitive landscape
of contemporary academia. In an era where high-impact
publishing, citation or Altmetric scores, and excellent
research assessments have become more crucial than ever,
understanding the factors that inform judgments of research
quality is of paramount importance. Even if scholars do not
agree with the factors identified, they can still be used as a
reflection of how a broad cross-section of scholars assess
research quality. One could use our study as a road map for
meeting (or even exceeding) these often implicit standards
of quality judgment more effectively and become more
successful in one’s publication efforts.We do not encourage
such “cynical” uses of our results but believe that they are
better utilized to provide transparency around quality
judgments in ways that positively influence the broader
discipline.
This brings us to the potential educational uses of our

findings. The most straightforward application is for
educators to utilize the various cognitive dimensions of
quality to train students in the identified quality factors.
Instructors would, of course, need to elaborate on specific
quality items (e.g., what constitutes a “logical flow” or a
“useful implication for theory building”), but the factors
themselves offer a road map for workshops guiding stu-
dents through aspects of the academic profession. For

instance, some quality factors we unearthed here such as
theoretical significance (factor 1) are arguably hard to teach,
but others like the high premium placed on a clear writing
style and logical organization, for instance, are more
amenable to strategic maneuvering in pedagogical terms.
Given the importance participants attributed to it in this
study, it appears that writing has not been receiving the
necessary attention in graduate training, feedback, and
peer review. Another potential pedagogical application of
the quality markers identified in our study involves not
merely instructing students on how to utilize these
markers to excel in publication outputs, but rather guiding
them to reflexively engage with the process of quality
judgment. The factors could, for instance, be incorporated
into sessions on critical reading and peer review exercises,
helping students to gain more nuanced perspectives on
how they assess the quality of the work of peers and how
their own work is being assessed. More importantly, our
findings can prove particularly useful for raising awareness
about the sociological variability of quality judgments to
research students, including minority and early-career
scholars, and can possibly also help to alleviate the negative
effects thereof. By reflecting more on the cognitive and
sociological dimension and variations in quality assess-
ment, educational programs can play an important role in
leveling these variations.

Building on this, our work may be especially beneficial
for marginalized or minority scholars, who often face
additional biases and barriers. The association of all quality
factors with belonging to a minority or marginalized group
—whether in terms of nationality, ideology, or, to some
extent, gender—warrants particular attention and discus-
sion. This suggests that scholars from these groups may
either hold themselves and others to higher individual
quality standards or perceive that the communal quality
standards—or the barriers governing the discipline—are
higher compared to those perceived by scholars belonging
to the ideological, national, or gender majority. In either
case, minority or marginalized groups seem to view the
field as less hospitable to them and publication success as
harder to achieve. This supports recent research noting
that knowledge produced outside the West faces several
challenges in being accepted as legitimate and valued
frameworks for analyzing world politics (Chagas-Bastos
2023; 2024; Shahi 2023). Differential quality standards
can constitute a real problem for a more plural, inclusive,
equitable, and diverse discipline. What can be done about
this and by whom? Minority scholars themselves can of
course use our results to reflect on whether and how their
own quality standards reflect those of majority groups and
how this may or may not affect their behavior, but that
burden should not of course only be on them.

Scholars in positions of power, as well as established and
nonminority colleagues, may also benefit from using our
work to engage in a reflexive examination of their quality
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judgments in comparison to those of others. Here, our
study of the sociological correlates of quality judgments
can be put to a use that could positively influence the field.
The sociological variability of quality judgments we iden-
tified can be used to inform the composition of panels
aiming at maximizing diversity and representativeness in
the nominations for editorial boards, conference program
chairs, members of research councils, or award and prize
committees. Editors or chairs of review boards could also
use these findings to “review the reviewers,” providing the
peer review process with a transparent baseline for asses-
sing whether a given review emphasizes conventional,
more idiosyncratic, or sociointellectually specific quality
factors in a manuscript. Directive boards in research
institutions and funding bodies could also leverage our
findings to develop policies and guidelines based on
specific cognitive aspects they deem important in the
material they should judge, aimed at ensuring fairer eval-
uations across the board and mitigating personal “tastes”
and cognitive variations in how reviewers and colleagues in
positions of power understand such guidelines. Such
transparency about quality judgment could be generally
beneficial for the field, but perhaps especially for early-
career and marginalized scholars.

Conclusion
This article presents a novel and systematic investigation
into the cognitive dimensions of quality judgments and how
these factors vary according to sociological correlates.We go
beyond output- and process-oriented approaches to study-
ing research quality by shifting the focus from why some
papers accruemore citations and the biases in this process to
a deeper and systematic understanding of how scholars
evaluate research quality. Incorporating behavioral science
into the sociology of knowledge opens a promising inter-
disciplinary research avenue for examining how knowledge
is produced, validated, and shared in different social con-
texts. It brings new evidence to previous research on quality
judgments that highlighted the role of emotional and
moral factors in scholarly judgment of “excellent” research
(Lamont 2009, chap. 6). Despite these psychological
aspects, the influence of personal tastes, disciplinary ethos,
and praxis on evaluations of research quality, which may
vary according to one’s positionality—whether in terms of
gender, nationality, or political orientation—we demon-
strate that quality judgment is grounded in deep-seated,
common, and shared cognitive stances.
Our study also lays the groundwork for considering

broader implications and future research avenues. It is
noteworthy that we replicated the six-factor structure
identified in the original study by Sternberg and Gordeeva
(1996), even when applying the measurement to a differ-
ent disciplinary field and within a different temporal
context. The consistently high Cronbach’s α coefficients
—demonstrating strong reliability in our scale, despite

minor changes to some items and the addition of five new
ones—suggest a level of resilience that warrants further
investigation. Future research should, for example, test the
psychometric properties of our scale and seek to replicate
our findings across different disciplines adopting the same
cross-national approach employed in our study.
That said, a plethora of quality items other than the

ones explored here could be conceived. Interdisciplinarity,
which is increasingly vital in addressing societal challenges,
for instance, does not fit neatly into the items surveyed and
may even stand in opposition to some of the more
discipline-oriented items surveyed. Reflexivity could also
be an obvious candidate. This would be a possible quality
item transcending the equation of methodological quality
with impartiality, technical proficiency, and rigor in data
collection and analysis, embracing a more holistic view
where the researcher’s positionality and the research pro-
cess itself are scrutinized for their integrity and ethical
soundness. In fact, the political and ethical positioning of a
research output—whether the research leading to it has
been conducted and applied ethically, without exploiting,
misrepresenting, or causing harm—may be another
related quality criterion that escaped our study. It should
also consider its broader impact on society and specific
communities, prioritizing the welfare and rights of partic-
ipants and disadvantaged groups. The list continues, and
we encourage further researchers to build upon the study
of quality judgment.
It would also be interesting to expand the research on

the products under judgment. Given the myriad of
research outputs, we have reason to believe that researchers
may apply the set of factors we unearthed in our study
differently depending on the type of scholarly work at
hand, whether it is a research paper, a monograph, or a
research proposal submitted to funding agencies. These
contexts of quality judgment other than peer-reviewed
research articles may also intersect in different ways with
positionality variables, and further studies could inquire
into these context dependencies. Furthermore, a qualita-
tive investigation of our findings on how marginalized
scholars tend to view quality standards as consistently
higher would also be highly relevant.
Lastly, our interrogation of geographical positionality

only scratched the surface. Geoepistemic locations contain
enormous differences, contradictions, and complexities, and
it would be interesting to explore these with more fine-
grained analyses. Nationality alone should not account for
the ways in which geographical positionality may affect
quality judgment. Further research should explore whether
nationality, institutional affiliation, or educational environ-
ment most significantly impact quality judgments, as well as
the interactions between these variables, such as career
mobility and socialization. These elements may influence
how quality is perceived and judged, given the scholarly
incentives in a particular national context, institutional and
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working conditions, access to resources and funding, and
other related aspects.
All in all, we offer an initial exploration of these ques-

tions, but we believe they could pave the way for research
aimed at developing a more robust and transparent under-
standing of the psychological and social factors that under-
pin the criteria used by scholarly communities to define
quality research. In the long term, we hope our approach
leads to a broader understanding of academic excellence and
promotes more inclusive standards of quality in research.

Supplementary material

To view supplementary material for this article, please visit
http://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592724002676.

Data replication
Data replication sets are available in Harvard Dataverse at:
https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/E2DSBP.
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Notes
1 Potential exceptions are the early iterations of the

Teaching, Research and International Policy (TRIP)
survey, which asked participants to list the most
influential scholars and journals in the IR field. While
these surveys offer some insight into how segments of
the IR scholarly community rank influence, they nei-
ther examine quality nor the underlying processes of
such judgments, as we do here.

2 Sternberg (2011) recently expanded his original model
by incorporating wisdom, which he defines as the
ethical use of one’s abilities and knowledge to achieve
the common good.

3 Cognitive style denotes enduring attitudes, prefer-
ences, or customary strategies that shape an individ-
ual’s way of perceiving, remembering, thinking,
learning, and problem solving. It facilitates adaptation
to the external world, evolving through interaction
with the surrounding environment (Kozhevnikov
2007; Sternberg 1997).

4 The 2017 wave of the TRIP survey provides some
insight into the potential size of the global IR

community, reporting a sample of 13,482 scholars
from 36 countries (Maliniak et al. 2017).

5 R package pwr (Champely et al. 2020).
6 Coefficient conversion was set according to Cohen’s

ƒ2 = 0.10 for small effects, which equates to regression
standardized coefficients ranging from β = 0.04 to β =
0.25 (Cohen 1988).

7 Whether IR is considered a subfield of political science
or a discipline in its own right varies depending on
institutional differences around the world.

8 We ended with a list of 77,897 email addresses. After
an automated process to remove duplicate addresses—
carefully avoiding the exclusion of homonyms—our
database was reduced to 77,701 unique entries. To
improve success rates in attracting participants, we
employed an email sequence, with follow-up emails
sent every fortnight to reengage potential participants.
After completing all three sequences, 15.74% of the
emails (soft or hard) bounced, equating to approxi-
mately 12,227 undelivered emails. In the end, we
successfully contacted 65,474 recipients, with 46.8%
(30,642 recipients) opening our invitation to partici-
pate in the study.

9 The questions referring to theoretical preferences and
areas of study were taken from the 2017 TRIP Faculty
Survey (Maliniak et al. 2017).

10 Basic statistics on item ratings for the quality
questionnaire (research quality scale) can be
found in appendix D of the online supplementary
file.

11 It is important to note that factors are not ranked by
the importance respondents ascribe to their items
—i.e., the mean scale value—but by their ability to
account for the variance in the observed data.

12 Developing newmethodologies is also included in this
factor, although the respective item is the weakest
loading onto the factor.

13 The variable nationality is a dummy variable (0 =
North; 1 = South) aggregating self-reported country-
of-nationality data. The North–South coding is based
on the United Nations (2019) list of developed
economies, combined with the International Mone-
tary Fund’s (2023) list of developed economies.
Countries that are considered part of the “South” or
“non-West” in the global IR literature due to their
distance from the discipline’s mainstream, such as
Japan, Hong Kong, Israel, South Korea, Singapore,
and Taiwan, were then categorized as northern
countries. We acknowledge, however, that “North”
and “South” are no longer solely economic categories,
but also may be used to express political and historical
subjectivities.

14 AI-based tools may also, however, increase inequalities
in the academic profession, depending on how edito-
rial policies for the use of AI are established.
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