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Abstract  Acting as a reviewer is considered a substantial part of the role-bundle 
of the academic profession (quality assurance (QA) and quality enhancement (QE) 
role). Research literature about peer review, for example, for journals and grants, 
shows that acting as a peer reviewer adds to an academic’s reputation. However, 
little is known about academics’ motivation to act as reviewers. Based on self-deter-
mination theory, the multidimensional work motivation scale (Gagné et  al. 2015) 
is used for a survey of German professors acting as reviewers. The results of factor 
analysis show no intrinsic motivation to act as a reviewer in accreditation and evalu-
ation procedures. Presumably, due to socialization effects, identified motivation 
among professors is higher compared to introjected motivation or to extrinsic moti-
vation. A preference for HEI leadership/management predicts identified motivation 
to act as a reviewer, but a preference for teaching does not. Overall, the results sug-
gest that professors acting as peer reviewers in accreditation and evaluation proce-
dures accept the ambivalence of being self-determined in exercising the QA and QE 
professional role and of involuntarily being a management tool for higher education 
governance. The findings suggest that peer reviewing – also of research – is based 
on identified (and introjected) and not intrinsic motivation, for example, socialized 
acceptance of journal peer review as the best or most suitable mechanism of QA and 
QE.
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Introduction

In Germany, quality assurance (QA) and quality enhancement (QE) of research 
and teaching are based on the tradition of a social partnership (Sozialpartnerschaft) 
between the academic profession and the state (Ringer 1990; Schimank 2005; Stich-
weh 1994). A fundamental pillar of the social partnership is the freedom of research 
and teaching granted to the academic profession by the state (Grundgesetz: article 
5 (3) 1). The social partnership stresses the cooperative governance of higher edu-
cation institutions (HEIs) with separated competencies: The state is responsible 
for law-making and the funding of research and teaching, and the academic pro-
fession for the execution (law-applying) and quality of research and teaching (e.g., 
Schimank 2005). An example and outcome of the social partnership is the state-
established higher education accreditation regime (HEAR). Representatives of the 
German federal states and the German Rectors’ Conference jointly decide on the 
organizing of QA procedures and relevant accreditation criteria (Akkreditierungsrat 
2013; Hochschulrektorenkonferenz 2016; Kultusministerkonferenz 2017a, 2017b). 
QA and QE criteria address the organizing of studies and teaching and HEIs’ 
quality management (Akkreditierungsrat 2001). In addition to participating in the 
“institutional estate” (Pusser 2008) of the accreditation council, the social partner-
ship requires the academic profession to participate in accreditation and evaluation 
review groups. Academics accordingly become part of the higher education gov-
ernance regime on a second level, which is why Musselin (2013a: 1170) defines 
reviewers as “management tools” for the establishment of a new normative defini-
tion of study programs and teaching according to the New Public Management “doc-
trine” (Power 1999: 93).

Based on the brief description above, this article will tackle the research ques-
tion of what motivates academics to participate in review groups for accreditation 
and evaluation procedures. From a governance perspective, the social partnership 
established in HEAR builds on the participation of academics in relevant, governing 
positions inside HEIs (e.g., as presidents and deans) and outside of HEIs (e.g., rep-
resentatives in the accreditation council). From a QA perspective, the HEAR social 
partnership includes academics in general and professors in particular who partici-
pate in the reviewing of QA systems and the organization of studies and teaching 
in HEIs and of more than 8,000 study programs in Germany (see: www.hochs​chulk​
ompas​s.de). Accordingly, it is the social partnership that has to be addressed when 
analyzing reviewers’ motivation and not the accreditation agencies, which organize 
procedures closely controlled by the state (Serrano-Velarde 2014: 102).

The participation of academics in the systems, organizational and individual lev-
els is fundamental for the self-governance of the academic profession (Clark 1983; 
Kogan and Teichler 2007; Macfarlane 2010; Ringer 1990; Scholkmann 2011). 
According to Merton (1976), the social partnership with the state creates norm 

http://www.hochschulkompass.de
http://www.hochschulkompass.de
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conflicts for the academic profession, which struggles with the ambivalence of 
social (state) structures, group and individual influences. From a sociological stance, 
“ambivalence becomes a manifestation of contradictions, which stem from social 
actors’ [relations and] transactional engagement with others” (Hillcoat-Nallétamby 
and Phillips 2011: 207). Compared to the application of primarily implicit criteria 
for QA and QE in research (e.g., Frey 2003; Hirschauer 2004; Roumbanis 2019), 
the QA and QE based on written criteria for accreditation and evaluation procedures 
(Bornmann et  al. 2006; Schneijderberg and Steinhardt 2019) can be a source of 
ambivalence for academics (Langfeldt et al. 2010). In comparison to QA and QE as 
pertains to the organization of studies and teaching, QA and QE in research are less 
ambivalent. In the social partnership of the state and the academic profession, the 
state provides grant money for national research foundations for academics to dis-
tribute (e.g., Derrick and Samuel 2016; Lamont 2009; Langfeldt 2001, 2006; Olbre-
cht and Bornmann 2010). Autonomous from the state but (ambivalently) dependent 
on publishers is the academic profession concerning QA and QE of journal publica-
tions (e.g., Armstrong 1997; Cole 1998; Bornmann 2011; Hirschauer 2004). The 
German social partnership of the state and the academic profession is explained 
after providing an overview of peer review motivation literature.

To study academics’ motivation (not) to peer review, we connect sociological 
(macro- or systems-level) with psychological (micro- or individual-level) notions 
of social ambivalence by applying self-determination theory (SDT; Deci and Ryan 
1994). The psychological notion of extra-role and in-role decision frames by North-
craft and Tenbrunsel (2011) can only grasp what motivates academics to participate 
in peer review and not the what, how and why questions of peer review. The what, 
how and why questions of peer review are rooted in the macro-organizing structures 
of the academic profession and in the attitudes, academics identify with during their 
socialization. The empirical basis is survey data of 1,898 professors, which was col-
lected in the research project “External and internal quality assurance of studying 
and teaching via processes of accreditation and evaluation” (in German: Externe 
und interne Qualitätssicherung von Studium und Lehre durch Akkreditierungs- und 
Evaluationsverfahren (EIQSL)).

Academic Profession, Peer Review, and Reviewers’ Motivation

Studying Academics’ Motivation (not) to Peer Review

Both the self-governance and the reviewer roles are part of the tasks and identity 
of an academic professional in Germany and elsewhere (e.g., Henkel 2005; Kogan 
and Teichler 2007; Macfarlane 2010). Nevertheless, research literature suggests a 
tension between organizational demands and the individual autonomy of academics 
(e.g., Langfeldt 2006; Musselin 2013b). Interestingly, sociological as well as higher 
education and science studies literature always refers to the autonomous, intrinsic 
motivation of academics – mostly with reference to the Mertonian norms of science 
(Merton 1973; see also Curtin et al. 2018) – delineating the intrinsic from the extrin-
sic, i.e., incentivized behavior. Theoretically, the term intrinsic is a rather narrow 
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approach to the motivation of academics, as their behavior is not natural but subject 
to socialization (e.g., Schneijderberg and Teichler 2018). Academic socialization is 
about the identification with and commitment to an academic’s role, which has been 
both normatively and individually defined in specific cognitive and social environ-
ments (Trowler 2014; Bronfenbrenner 1979; Sanford 1966).

However, research on what motivates academics to participate in peer review 
shows that academics’ socialized attitudes need to be transformed into motivated 
action. For example, Northcraft and Tenbrunsel (2011) conceptualize the locus of 
responsibility according to the binary frames of peer review being motivated by 
academics’ in-role (part of the job) and/or extra-role choice (enjoyment and status 
provision). Applying the concept by Northcraft and Tenbrunsel (2011), Zaharie and 
Osoian (2016) identified in a semi-structured interview study with Romanian aca-
demics that peer review motivation depends on three frames (journal quality/reputa-
tion, identification with the scientific community, and match of reviewer’s exper-
tise and manuscript) and on balancing the incentives of benefits over the costs. In 
addition to expectable cognitive (e.g., to guard quality standards) and social (e.g., 
relationship with the editor) motivations, the interviewees report being motivated by 
financial rewards (membership fees and publication discounts) and expected career 
boost (e.g., professional development, rewards from the journal and privilege when 
submitting). The costs include among others having to deal with low-quality papers, 
taking responsibility for errors, and editors and authors disregarding the review sug-
gestions. Zaharie and Osoian (2016: 75) conclude: “While most participants in the 
sample do not consider it a task imposed by their job description, they see it as a 
requirement of being a researcher, an in-researcher role responsibility.” A similar 
answer to the question of what motivates reviewers is provided by Schroter et  al. 
(2010). They show that peer reviewers evaluating biomedical research grants rely on 
a sense of professional duty, and they aim for fair review in the face of the costs of 
not receiving recognition for the time-consuming service to the community (see also 
Curtin et al. 2018; Gallo et al. 2020; Nobarany et al. 2015). Because of the ambiva-
lence inherent in the accreditation procedure, it is unclear if and how these results 
transfer to reviewing in accreditation.

Self‑Determination Theory (SDT) to Study Academics’ Motivation

The brief literature overview presents the motivation (not) to peer review as a 
multi-faceted and multi-layered socio-psychological appreciation of academics’ val-
ues. To take a more differentiated look at academics’ motivation to be involved in 
accreditation and evaluation review panels, the research question “What motivates 
academics to participate in review groups for accreditation and evaluation proce-
dures?” is addressed using psychological SDT (Deci and Ryan 1994). SDT suggests 
a multidimensional conceptualization of motivation ranging on a continuum from 
autonomous regulation of behavior (intrinsic motivation) to complete external regu-
lation. Accordingly, SDT provides a more fine-grained motivation scale to address 
the academics’ locus of responsibility (Northcraft and Tenbrunsel 2011). Intrinsic 
motivation, the motivation to do an activity for its own sake because it is fun or 
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pleasurable, is the most autonomous form of behavior regulation. Intrinsic moti-
vation in part captures what Northcraft and Tenbrunsel (2011: 1280) framed as an 
“extra-role choice.” The frame of in-role motivation (reviewing as part of the job) in 
SDT terms is differentiated according to identified, introjected and extrinsic motiva-
tion. Identified regulation refers to the motivation to do an activity because it is in 
line with personal values and beliefs, i.e., based on academics’ socialization. For 
example, an individual will exert effort on behavior when he or she believes it is 
important. In introjected regulation, the reasons for action are only partially internal-
ized, i.e., they involve only partial ego-involvement or self-evaluation. An individual 
will exert effort on a behavior to avoid negative feelings such as guilt or shame. 
Extrinsic motivation, the least autonomous form of motivation, is the motivation to 
act in order to obtain social or material rewards or to avoid punishment (such as 
disapproval) from significant others. This form is similar to Northcraft and Tenbrun-
sel’s (2011) extra-role choice for social reasons. SDT postulates that humans have 
innate psychological needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness, and that the 
satisfaction of these needs provides the nutrients for intrinsic motivation and inter-
nalization. The different forms of motivation are assessed with the multidimensional 
work motivation scale (MWMS; Gagné et  al. 2015), which was adapted to fit the 
needs of our survey, which covered 2,704 reviewers involved in the accreditation 
and evaluation of study programs and HEI QA systems.

Autonomous forms of motivation have been linked to desirable outcomes, such 
as higher levels of job satisfaction, work performance and better health and wellbe-
ing (for a review, see Howard, Gagné and Bureau 2017). Specific work behavior has 
been examined less often, although research has also pointed out that discretionary 
(work) behavior such as knowledge sharing (Foss et al. 2009) or voting in political 
elections (Koestner et al. 1996) benefits from autonomous forms of motivation. In 
the academic field, autonomous forms of motivation have been linked to the teach-
ing motivation of junior academics (Esdar et al. 2016). In comparison to Northcraft 
and Tenbrunsel (2011) not differentiating intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, we 
therefore connect our theorizing about the motivation to act as a reviewer and SDT. 
To do so, we modify the research question to “Which of the four forms of motivation 
(intrinsic, identified, introjected, and extrinsic) motivate academics to participate in 
review groups for accreditation and evaluation procedures?” To answer our research 
question, the theoretical approach of SDT is combined with that of the sociology of 
professions, which is presented in the following section.

Peer Review and Reviewers’ Motivation to Participate in Accreditation Procedures

The commitment to peer review as a basis for judging science is deeply rooted 
in academic culture, and has been largely accepted in the […] public funding 
of science.
The academic practice of peer review which underpins decisions on the fund-
ing, and sometimes the publication, of scientific research […] is a form of self-
regulation. (Solesbury 1996: 19)
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The question of what motivates academics to participate in peer review is entan-
gled with the what, how and why questions of peer review. The two quotes from 
Solesbury (1996) summarize the two basic social and cognitive principles of peer 
review – acceptance by the academic profession as a form of self-regulation and the 
adoption by the state for funding distribution and allocation.1 In comparison to the 
general why, the how and what questions are more complex to answer. Generally, 
peer review is defined as being conducted by heterogeneous, (more-)internationally-
oriented academic elites who build their normative judgment on implicit academic 
criteria, especially for research and teaching evaluation, but also includes explicit 
extra-academic criteria, especially for governance evaluation (Musselin 2013a). The 
opportunities to influence the (academic) norms of how to conduct research, teach-
ing, and governance vary by subject of peer review. QA and QE for both journal 
and grant peer review are in the expert hands of academics. Peer review is based on 
implicit academic criteria such as originality and newness of research (e.g., Lamont 
2009; Langfeldt 2001, 2006).

The what, how and why questions of peer review and, as a consequence, the ques-
tion of what motivates academics to participate in accreditation and evaluation peer 
review, have to be regarded in the specific German context. In comparison to other 
countries (Arribas-Ayllon and Bartlett 2014), German professors have rather high 
obligatory teaching loads: eight or nine term hours (Semesterwochenstunden) for 
university professors and 16 to 18 term hours per term (one academic year has two 
terms) for professors at Universities of Applied Sciences. In 2015, about 95% of 
academics were employed in public HEIs (GFSO 2016), i.e., employed by the state. 
Historically, the state-academic profession relationship is a delicate issue. For exam-
ple, Ringer (1990: 36) wrote that associate and full professors, as salaried govern-
ment officials, were “subject to prosecution for bearing unworthy of their position in 
private as well as in public life,” according to the Prussian General Code and Disci-
plinary Law of 1852. The historical example shows that accreditation and evaluation 
peer review in the social partnership of the state and academic profession is more 
than “a particularly unique volunteer dilemma” (Northcraft and Tenbrunsel 2011: 
1278). From a governmental perspective, tenured full professors in particular can 
be expected to participate in accreditation and evaluation peer review on their state-
salaried working time.

This answer as to why academics should/could be motivated to participate in 
peer review can be complemented by answering the how question of accreditation 
and evaluation peer review. In comparison to journal and grant peer review, the 
accreditation and evaluation criteria that academic peer reviewers have to respect 

1  The peer review goals of QA and QE are augmented by what Solesbury (1996) defines as the three-
stage decision algorithm comprising ‘fitness for purpose’ (engineering concept), ‘knowledge added’ 
(economic concept of value added), and ‘value for money’ (business concept) for funder-initiated QA 
and QE. Solesbury (1996) is explicit about the three-stage decision algorithm both demystifying and 
defending peer-review practice. Notwithstanding the insufficient transparency of criteria for research 
evaluation, the three-stage decision algorithm works as a proxy for public accountability to a) identify 
unfit and scientifically invalid research, b) justify the knowledge gain from funded research, and c) facili-
tate making choices within limited budgets.
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are written down, i.e., made (more) explicit (Akkreditierungsrat 2013; Kultusmin-
isterkonferenz 2017b; see also ENQA 2015). Analyzing the German accreditation 
criteria, Schneijderberg and Steinhardt (2019) show that they are a mix of more 
implicit quality and more explicit governance goals. The ambivalence of govern-
ance QA and professional QE is also a common feature of the evaluation of teaching 
in Germany (Mittag 2006). For example, Bornmann et al. (2006) found in a survey 
that 93% of the reviewers agreed that criteria-led evaluation procedures achieve the 
goals of QA and of QE.2 However, such findings cannot be taken for granted. For 
example, Langfeldt et  al. (2010) summarize the findings of an empirical study in 
Norway that written accreditation and evaluation criteria and indicators are intended 
to assure equity among those accredited or evaluated, to guide reviewer decision-
making, and provide limits to professional peer discretion. These findings suggest 
that written criteria for accreditation and evaluation influences the reviewers’ behav-
ior, and, therefore, the behavior of reviewers is not fully self-determined.

Similar to Norway, German HEAR was criticized as an attempt by the state to 
influence the governance of teaching and, accordingly, for threatening academic 
freedom (Baumann and Krücken 2019). The ruling of the constitutional court (Bun-
desverfassungsgericht 2016) reminded the actors in the social partnership of the 
state and the academic profession of their separate and joint duties. The state has 
to assure the quality provision of teaching and learning or studies in general. The 
academic profession is in charge of assuring the quality provision of teaching and 
learning or studies in particular (an answer to the what question). In legal terms of 
the modified accreditation regulation (Kultusministerkonferenz 2017a, 2017b), the 
academic profession provides reviewers for QA and QE, in the accreditation council 
both representatives of the academic profession and the state take the final accredi-
tation decision, and the state provides funding for accredited study programs and 
HEIs. Building on Clark (1983), Pusser (2008) refers to these representatives of the 
academic profession as the “institutional estate” of the academic oligarchy.

Summing up the literature on the academic profession and academics’ motivation 
(not) to peer review, it becomes evident that peer review remains a legitimate – and 
legitimizing – central mechanism for awarding reputation, distributing funding, pur-
suing (normative) goals, changing governance regimes, etc. The literature presents 
peer review and the underlying ideal of QA and QE as a fundamental part of the 
self-governance of the academic profession (Bornmann 2011; Kogan and Teichler 
2007; Mulkay 1976; Solesbury 1996) and of the social partnership with the state 
(Ringer 1990; Schimank 2005). Consequently, we expect that, compared to other 
forms of motivation, identified motivation is strongest among reviewers (highest 
mean level) in our hypothesis 1 (H1).

Consistent with the findings from motivation literature (e.g., Nobarany et al. 2015; 
Schroter et al. 2010), it is assumed that reviewers’ agreement with the aims of QA and 
QE is positively related to their motivation to act as a reviewer (H2a). Because partici-
pation in accreditation and evaluation procedures is part of academic self-governance 

2  Irrespective of whatever vague review criteria exist, this finding would suggest that the locus of control 
of evaluation lies with the self-determined and autonomous reviewer.
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– for example, similar to each German professor being expected to serve her/his term in 
office as dean or vice-dean (Scholkmann 2011) – we assume that academics who prefer 
teaching (H2b) and who prefer leadership and management (H2c) positively relate to 
identified motivation to act as a reviewer. Since evaluations are perceived to be an elite 
(Musselin 2013a) and (oligarchic) gatekeeping (Curtin et al. 2018; Pusser 2008; Ware 
2011) activity among the members of the academic profession, we assume that we will 
find more professors in the highest rank (W3/C4) acting as reviewers (H2d) than would 
be expected based on the share of W3/C4 professors at German HEIs. In 2015, the 
W3/C4 share was about 32% among full professors (GFSO 2016). Based on SDT, we 
expect that the perceived usefulness (e.g., for students and HEIs) of the accreditation 
and evaluation procedures by professors is positively related to identified motivation to 
act as a reviewer (H2e). Theoretically, higher values of the attitude of perceived useful-
ness of accreditation and evaluation procedures would indicate lower ambivalence of 
academics, for example, toward more explicit criteria. Furthermore, identified motiva-
tion is related to lower levels of doubt about re-engaging as a reviewer in the future 
(H3a), satisfying the basic needs of autonomy, application of competencies and social 
relatedness. In contrast, other forms of motivation (introjected and extrinsic) will be 
positively related to doubts (H3b). H3a roughly captures the incentives side and H3b 
the costs side of peer reviewing (Zaharie and Osoian 2016). The results testing these 
hypotheses will be presented after the description of the empirical study in the next 
section.

The Study

The survey was conducted both online and in written form in 2015. We received 2,704 
completed questionnaires from the sample of 5,936 reviewers (response rate 45.6%) 
– the responses cover about 30% of all active reviewers, based on the list of the Hoch-
schulkompass, which is provided by the German Accreditation Council. On average, 
respondents took 37 minutes to complete the questionnaire. Among the 2,704 observa-
tions were 1,942 responses from academics (the remaining were practitioners or stu-
dents), of which 1,898 were professors. Professors were on average 57.00 years old (SD 
= 13.83) and had worked in academia for an average of 23.56 years (SD = 10.73). 
Further characteristics are presented in Table 1. The strong representation of professors 
in the sample is easy to explain due to a) being the majority in review groups (three 
or more representatives) and b) their permanent employment and public visibility. In 
contrast to professors, students and non-professorial staff in particular leave HEIs after 
a certain amount of time and are thus very difficult to contact for the purposes of a 
survey.

Limitations

In general, it is difficult to be certain about the representativeness of our study. 
According to the German Federal Statistical Office (GFSO 2016), in 2015, 46,344 
professors were employed at German HEIs, of which 10,535 were females (22.7%), 
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and 1,707 were active, guest and retired professors. The 1,539 active professors 
in the sample account for 3.3% of the total population. Admittedly, we know little 
about the self-selectivity, and we have to assume that professors opposing HEAR 
and professors with a strong preference for research might not be represented in the 
sample. However, empirical studies show that a majority of reviewers responds to 
review requests, without gender differences, and that participation in peer review 
is uneven (Gallo et  al. 2020; Fox et  al. 2017). These findings suggest an accept-
able coverage of the total population of professors in German HEIs. Similar to jour-
nal and grant peer review, professors are usually recruited by accreditation agency 
representatives, in most cases depending on their disciplinary affiliation and/or self-
governance experience, and sometimes on the basis of a recommendation by a col-
league already acting as a reviewer in accreditation and evaluation procedures. In 
addition, professors can contact accreditation agencies and become peer reviewers, 
ideally after passing agency training (Akkreditierungsrat 2001, 2013).

Questionnaire

Responses to all items were given on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = 
totally true to 5 = not at all true. Responses were recoded so that higher values indi-
cate stronger agreement.

Table 1   Respondents according to rank, gender, employment status and disciplines. Source: EIQSL 
study

N (percent)

Professors 1,898
Ranks
 Highest rank (C4/W3; equivalent to full professor) 706 (37.2%)
 Second-highest rank (C3/W2; equivalent to associate professor) 868 (45.7%
 Third-highest rank (C2/W1; equivalent to (non-)tenured assistant professor) 122 (6.4%)

Gender
 female 394 (20.8%)
 male 1,477 (77.8%)

Employment status
 Active 1,539 (81.1%)
 Retired 324 (17.1%)

Discipline groups
 Engineering (incl. architecture) 108 (5.7%)
 Humanities (incl. languages, culture, and psychology) 304 (16.0%)
 Mathematics and natural sciences 329 (17.3%)
 Social sciences (incl. economics and law) 214 (11.3%)
 Other (e.g., agriculture and sport) and no answer 943 (49.7%)
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Adaptation of the Multidimensional Work Motivation Scale (MWMS)

The survey employed selected, but not all, items from the MWMS developed by 
Gagné et al. (2015) (Table ESM1 in Electronic Supplementary Material; the ques-
tionnaire was in German and relevant items are translated into English by the 
authors). During pretesting, we found that the MWMS caused substantial con-
text effects (Mummendey and Grau 2014; Schwarz and Sudman 1992). Since the 
MWMS was not the core of the survey, we took a pragmatic approach towards mod-
ifying the MWMS in order to focus on reviewers’ experiences with accreditation 
and evaluation procedures, and drew on other surveys about teaching motivation for 
inspiration (Esdar et al. 2016; Visser-Wijnveen et al. 2012). After two rounds of pre-
testing (both with and without telephone contact to a project researcher), the first 
modification arose from professors’ refusal to respond to certain items. For exam-
ple, typical responses to Introj 1 were that among all accreditation and evaluation 
reviewers, professors were the most capable for the job; and professors protested 
about and/or became severely annoyed about the sameness of items (e.g., Intrin2 
and Intrin3; Ext-Mat2 and Introj1; Table ESM1), which professors interpreted as 
redundancy and poor questionnaire design. The item “because I risk losing my job 
if I don’t put enough effort in it” (Ext-Mat3) was not used because full professors 
are civil servants for life and can only be fired under exceptional circumstances in 
Germany.

During the first round of pretesting, professors protested rather strongly against 
what they perceived as a psychological test. Accordingly, the MWMS items were 
modified to fit the context and were included in section  3 of the questionnaire 
addressing the reviewer’s qualifications and motivation to participate in accredita-
tion and evaluation procedures. The questionnaire was organized according to the 
following sections. Section  1: General information about respondents; Section  2: 
Experience as an accreditation and evaluation reviewer; Section 4: Questions con-
cerning the last accreditation or evaluation procedure the reviewer participated in; 
Section 5: General opinions about QA and HEAR; and section 6: Motivation to con-
tinue or stop working as a reviewer. With the aim of maximizing the response rate, 
the amotivation items from the MWMS were put into section 6 to shorten the moti-
vation questions in section 3. In section 6, the amotivation items were formulated 
either in a negative manner for those professors who had seriously considered no 
longer working as a reviewer in accreditation and evaluation procedures or else in a 
positive manner for those professors who had not.

The context-related modification of items and the separation of amotivation 
from the four other motivation forms also meant that we did not use the MWMS 
stem “Why do you or would you put effort into your current job?” The stem for the 
four types of motivation is: “To what extent do the following statements describe 
your personal motivation to participate as a reviewer in QA procedures? I work as 
a reviewer because…” As indicated above, the amotivation items were separated 
into two different questions: “To what extent do the following statements apply to 
your serious consideration of no longer acting as a reviewer in QA procedures? I 
have seriously considered no longer working as a reviewer because…”; and: “If you 
answered “no” to question […], why have you never seriously considered stopping 
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to work as a reviewer in QA procedures? I never seriously considered stopping to 
work as a reviewer because…” As the amotivation items only lead to the future-
oriented question, they were not used for the statistical analysis of professors’ peer 
review motivation. A fourth modification of Gagné et al.’s (2015) MWMS is the use 
of a five-point Likert scale (1 = “completely,” 5 = “not at all”) instead of the seven-
point Likert scale (1 = “not at all,” 2 = “very little,” 3 = “a little,” 4 = “moderately,” 
5 = “strongly,” 6 = “very strongly,” 7 = “completely”) based on pretesting.

Because we made considerable adaptations to the MWMS, exploratory factor 
analysis with varimax rotation was employed to explore the factor structure of the 
revised instrument. The analysis resulted in six factors with Eigenvalues > 1. Based 
on the inspection of the screen plot, three factors were identified which explained 
45.50% of the variance. The three factors were labeled based on the highest load-
ing item from the MWMS. The first factor (“identified”) motivation has loadings 
>  .40 from three items targeting identified motivation, two items targeting intrin-
sic motivation and two items that were added to the questionnaire after pretest (“to 
contribute to strengthening the autonomy of academia and teaching”; “because it is 
important to me to do something for society”). The second factor, labeled “extrinsic 
(social)” had loadings > .40 from one item of the extrinsic social subscale, one item 
of the identified subscale and two items that were added after the pretest (“because it 
is important to me to do something for society”; “because I was asked to do it”). The 
third factor, labeled “introjected,” showed loadings from one item of the extrinsic 
(social) subscale, one item of the introjected subscale, and one item of the intrin-
sic motivation subscale. To reduce overlap between the factors, cross-loading items 
were not considered further.

This procedure led to an identified motivation subscale consisting of four items 
(Cronbach’s alpha = .67), an extrinsic (social) subscale of two items (Cronbach’s 
alpha = .60) and an introjected subscale of two items (Cronbach’s alpha = .74). The 
three scales show the expected pattern of intercorrelations based on SDT. Specifi-
cally, two adjacent forms of motivation in the continuum showed low intercorrela-
tions (internal with introjected r = .22, p < .001; introjected with extrinsic r = .25, 
p < .001), and identified motivation was unrelated to extrinsic motivation (r = .01, p 
= 64), which is in line with theoretical assumptions and empirical findings (Howard 
et al. 2017). Further support for the distinctiveness of the scales is provided by their 
unique pattern of correlations with demographic variables (age, length of academic 
tenure, current position).

Role and Effects of Accreditation and Evaluation Procedures

To assess the reviewers’ view of the accreditation and evaluation procedures (Table 
ESM2, electronic supplementary material), we asked about the perceived effects of 
external QA procedures using 16 items and the following question: “To what extent 
do you agree with the statements concerning the impact of external quality assur-
ance? External QA procedures…”). Factor analysis using varimax rotation revealed 
two factors with Eigenvalues > 1, which we labeled “perceived usefulness for stu-
dents” and “perceived usefulness for HEI.” Sample items are: “…contribute to the 
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opportunity to complete a course of studies in regular time” for the first factor and 
“…support the government of studying and teaching within HEIs” for the second 
factor.

To assess the perceived role of accreditation for QA in Germany, participants 
rated their agreement with 11 items (scale 1 = “completely”, 5 = “not at all”). 
The following item stem was used: “To what extent do you agree with the state-
ments concerning the functions of external quality assurance? External QA proce-
dures…”). Two factors with Eigenvalues > 1 emerged from exploratory factor analy-
sis. We labeled the first factor, which consisted of two items, “governance” (“serves 
to govern universities”) and the second factor, consisting of 10 items, as “quality 
assurance” (e.g., “contributes to the development of quality in study and teaching”).

To assess academics’ preferences, participants rated their agreement with two 
items. The following items were used: “Judging your own preferences, do they lie 
primarily in teaching or in research?” (1 = primarily in teaching to 5 = primarily 
in research) and “Judging your own preferences, do they lie primarily in the area of 
research and teaching or in the area of leadership and management?” (1 = primarily 
in teaching and research to 5 = primarily in leadership/management).

To test H1, we compared the mean level of identified motivation to that of intro-
jected or extrinsic motivation using the t-test for dependent samples. To test our 
hypotheses H1 and H2a-e, we regressed identified, introjected, and extrinsic moti-
vation on perceived usefulness of the accreditation system, role of the accreditation 
system, and individual characteristics of the respondents (rank). In the analyses, we 
controlled for age, gender, type of HEI (University of Applied Sciences, university 
or other), area of expertise, status (retired or active) and number of previous engage-
ments as a reviewer in accreditation and evaluation procedures. We also controlled 
for tenure in academia, tenure as department leader and tenure in leadership of HEI. 
To test H3, we regressed doubts as a binary variable on our predictor variables using 
a logistic regression analysis.

Results

H1 states that the primary motivation of reviewers is identified motivation. Our 
results confirm this hypothesis. Identified motivation is higher compared to intro-
jected motivation (t = 89.95, df = 1741, p < .000; see Table ESM2 for means and 
standard deviations) and extrinsic motivation (t = 18.56, df = 1766, p < .000).

Concerning H2a, assuming that participants will endorse the role and effects of 
accreditation, we found ratings around the midpoint of the scale for the goal of QA, 
indicating moderate agreement (see Table ESM1 for means and standard devia-
tions). Of note is that agreement with the goal of QA predicts participants’ identified 
motivation to act as reviewer, which also supports H2a.

H2b and 2c stipulate that the preferences for teaching and for management/lead-
ership over teaching/research are positively related to motivation to engage as a 
reviewer. As shown in Table 2, the preference for teaching does not predict identi-
fied motivation. Thus, H2b is not supported. H2c receives support because the pref-
erence for management/leadership is positively related to identified motivation to 



229

1 3

German Professors’ Motivation to Act as Peer Reviewers

engage as a reviewer. As can be seen in Tables ESM3 and ESM4 (electronic supple-
mentary material), the preferences do not predict introjected or extrinsic motivation.

In H2d, we assumed that the majority of reviewers would be of highest rank (W3/
C4). Contrary to this assumption, we found that 37.2% were professors in the high-
est rank (C4/W3), 45.7% were in the second-highest rank (C3/W2) and 6.4% were 
in the third rank (C2/W1). Compared to the total population of professors, in this 
sample W3/C4 are only slightly overrepresented in review groups (33% of W3/C4 
compared to 50% of C3/W2 and 17% of C2/W1; GFSO 2016: 41). Contradicting the 
hypothesis, the rank of professorship does not predict motivation to act as a reviewer 
(Tables 2, ESM3 and ESM4).

Concerning H2e, we find that the perceived positive usefulness of the procedure 
for students significantly predicts identified motivation (Table  2). This result sup-
ports H2e. In contrast to H2e, perceived usefulness for HEIs did not predict identi-
fied motivation. The perceptions of usefulness do not predict introjected or extrinsic 
motivation (Tables ESM3 and ESM4).

Concerning H3a, we find support for the idea that individuals with high levels of 
identified motivation are more unlikely to express doubt about their future role as a 
reviewer (Table ESM5). In contrast to H3b, introjected and extrinsic motivations are 
unrelated to the likelihood of having doubts. Accordingly, H3b is not supported.

Table 2   Predicting identified motivation. Source: EIQSL study

Applied science (1 = yes, 0 = no). Current position (W3 = 1, W2 = 2, W1 = 3)

B SE Beta T p

Intercept 1.18 0.25 4.78 0.00
Frequency of prior accreditation commitment 0.00 0.02 0.00 0.07 0.95
Age 0.00 0.00 0.04 1.15 0.25
Gender − 0.08 0.05 − 0.04 − 1.70 0.09
Humanities/Social/Business − 0.05 0.06 − 0.04 − 0.97 0.33
Science/Engineering 0.05 0.06 0.03 0.78 0.44
U Applied Sciences − 0.07 0.09 − 0.04 − 0.80 0.43
University − 0.13 0.09 − 0.08 − 1.48 0.14
Tenure in academia 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.12 0.90
Y of experience in leadership position in department 0.01 0.00 0.04 1.45 0.15
Y of experience in leadership position in university − 0.01 0.01 − 0.03 − 1.06 0.29
Status (1 = active, 0 = retired) 0.09 0.07 0.04 1.29 0.20
Current rank 0.03 0.02 0.04 1.35 0.18
Preference teaching − 0.03 0.02 − 0.04 − 1.48 0.14
Preference management 0.06 0.02 0.08 3.07 0.00
Perceived usefulness for students 0.22 0.04 0.24 5.86 0.00
Perceived usefulness for HEI 0.00 0.02 0.00 − 0.15 0.88
Government 0.09 0.02 0.12 4.72 0.00
Quality assurance 0.23 0.04 0.25 6.10 0.00
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Discussion of Results

With regard to our research question, our results indicate that not all four forms 
of motivation proposed by SDT can be identified in the context of acting as a 
reviewer in accreditation and evaluation procedures. Specifically, items target-
ing intrinsic motivation (“because it is fun”) did not clearly load onto a common 
factor but onto separate factors, which we identified as either identified or intro-
jected regulation. This finding is not in line with previous research on reviewing 
in journals that did identify enjoyment, which would count as intrinsic motivation 
(Northcraft and Tenbrunsel 2011). These differences in findings might be due to 
the specifics of reviewing in accreditation and evaluation procedures.

Consistent with our expectation (H1), identified motivation was an important 
driver for acting as a reviewer. First, the mean of identified motivation (Table 2) 
was higher than the means of introjected (Table ESM3) and extrinsic motivation 
(Table ESM4). Second, identified motivation also consistently linked to the pro-
posed predictors (attitudes towards the accreditation system; preference for teach-
ing over research or management; Table ESM2) and outcome (doubts about act-
ing as a reviewer again; Table ESM5).

Based on the theory of profession (e.g., Hackett 1990; Kogan and Teichler 
2007; Schimank 2005), professors’ (H2d) identified motivation to act as a 
reviewer in accreditation and evaluation procedures is interpreted as being the 
execution of professional academic norms in the specific cognitive and social 
environment created by the social partnership between the academic profession 
and the state in Germany. For example, professors participate in the institutional 
estate of the social partnership with the state, for example, in the accreditation 
council, which is responsible for defining the accreditation criteria. Historically, 
the social partnership is a source of recurrent tension between the state and the 
academic profession and varies over time (Ringer 1990; Schimank 2005). The 
social partnership for the specific governance of studying and teaching exists 
since the introduction of framework regulations for study programs in the 1970s 
(Schneijderberg and Steinhardt 2019). Based on the professional ambivalence of 
transactional engagement with the state, it does not seem right to consider profes-
sors simply as “management tools” (Musselin 2013a: 1170) in the governance of 
teaching and studying. Of course, the social partnership between the academic 
profession and the state creates a certain professional ambivalence “built into the 
very structure of social relations” (Merton 1976: 4). However, professors show 
an identified motivation to act as reviewers in accreditation and evaluation pro-
cedures, in spite of their generally lacking taste for HEI governance (factor: Per-
ceived usefulness of QA for HEIs). The ontological dimension of ambivalence 
can also be observed among professors acting as reviewers in accreditation and 
evaluation. These professors are (possibly) establishing a (new) normative defini-
tion about the organization of studying and teaching. However, these professors 
act in the professional spirit and the “valuation” (Lamont 2012) of being a Hochs-
chullehrer. The latter is supported by the finding regarding professors’ self-deter-
mined engagement as reviewers, which cannot be taken for granted considering, 
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for example, the findings from Norway about academics’ reviewer role (Langfeldt 
et al. 2010).

The empirical observations of this study suggest that professors’ identified moti-
vation to act as a reviewer in accreditation and evaluation procedures is the result 
of a socialization process. For our sample of professors, we find identification with 
and commitment to the Hochschullehrer (higher education teacher) role, which is a 
fundamental part of being an academic professional (Stichweh 1994). Compared to 
the salient meaning of research for reputational gain among academics, high-quality 
teaching is of little importance for the reputation and remuneration of an academic 
(e.g., Klenke 2012; Schmid and Lauer 2016: 110–112). Among the professors in 
the sample, 38.9% prefer teaching, 34.8% value teaching and research equally, and 
23.3% prefer research. Controlling for differences among university and University 
for Applied Sciences professors, the tendency towards teaching preferences among 
the professors in the sample is slightly stronger than in empirical results from other 
studies (Müller and Schneijderberg 2020: 53).

The interpretation of professional ambivalence is also supported by professors’ 
taste for teaching. Although the preference for management does predict identified 
motivation (H2c) and the preference for teaching does not (H2b), professors gen-
erally have a preference for teaching/research (68.6%) over management/leader-
ship (10.5%). 18% of the respondents value teaching/research and management/
leadership equally. As a reminder, identified motivation regulation (referring to the 
motivation to do an activity because it is in line with personal values and beliefs) is 
based on academics’ socialization. Connecting the non-significant taste for teaching 
and significant management finding, the attitude of perceived usefulness of accredi-
tation and evaluation procedures could be interpreted to lower ambivalence of aca-
demics, for example, toward more explicit review criteria. Accordingly, the lower 
ambivalence, i.e., lower or even non-contradiction of professors’ “transactional 
engagement” (Hillcoat-Nallétamby and Phillips 2011: 207) on cooperation with the 
state seems to explain the link to academics’ identified motivation. However, the 
interpretation of professional ambivalence amalgamation seems to be true only for a 
certain percentage of professors, which could be the subject for future research. The 
empirical results suggest an identified drifting apart or job-sharing of academics pri-
marily engaged in either teaching or management/leadership. Professors’ suspected 
teaching and management/leadership divide is supported by recent findings on the 
loosening of the research and teaching nexus because of the progressing vertical dif-
ferentiation in the German HEI system (Müller and Schneijderberg 2020).

Conclusions and Research Outlook

The lack of empirical findings about the highly regarded intrinsic motivation of 
academics (Curtin et  al. 2018; Merton 1973) acting as reviewers in accreditation 
and evaluation procedures indicates several directions for further research. Intrin-
sic motivation regulation expresses that the reasons for action are fully internalized 
and that the actions are based on full ego-involvement and self-evaluation (Deci and 
Ryan 1994; Gagné et  al. 2015). For example, in the case of intrinsic motivation, 
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the idealized search for truth based on full ego-involvement and self-evaluation of 
reviewers would make interdisciplinary agreement (Lamont 2009) rather impossi-
ble, due to reviewers being explicit about disciplinary QA and QE norms. Compared 
to intrinsic motivation, identified regulation refers to the motivation to do an activity 
because it is in line with personal values and beliefs, for example, based on sociali-
zation into the academic’s role resulting in a normative identification with and com-
mitment to specific cognitive and social environments (Henkel 2005; Macfarlane 
2010; Schneijderberg and Teichler 2018; Trowler 2014).

The findings suggest that peer reviewing of research is also rather based on iden-
tified (and introjected) motivation and not on intrinsic motivation is supported by 
research findings about the acceptance of journal peer review as the best or most 
suitable mechanism of QA and QE, and professional governance (e.g., Cole 1998; 
Solesbury 1996). Identified motivation seems to wear off over the life course of 
seasoned academics, which provides a further glimpse into ambivalences of the 
academic profession. For example, the former editors of Research Policy address 
reviewer fatigue as “difficulties in finding referees willing to accept the task – this is 
unfortunately a growing problem; many researchers are claiming they are “too busy” 
or that it is “not their subject”; and regrettably some leading academics apparently 
believe that it is no longer their responsibility to make such ‘public good’ contribu-
tions” (Martin et al. 2009: 696). Identified motivation is also at the basis of results 
from studies about academics’ motivation to peer review, for example, service to the 
academic community and QA and QE role (e.g., Curtin et al. 2018; Schroter et al. 
2010). Research about reviewer’s motivation also shows what is at stake when iden-
tified motivation to act as a peer reviewer is paralleled by introjected and extrinsic 
motivation. For example, the results by Gallo et al. (2020) and Zaharie and Osoian 
(2016) show that reviewers expect – and possibly are in reputational and material 
need of – social and monetary reward for reviewing. According to SDT, seeking 
social and/or material rewards (extrinsic motivation) is the least autonomous form of 
motivation because the motivation to act is based on an external locus of responsi-
bility (see also Northcraft and Tenbrunsel 2011). The external locus of responsibil-
ity points to the thin line between ethical and unethical behavior as experienced by 
the academic professional. Extrinsic social motivation (to get colleagues’ approval, 
greater respect and to avoid being criticized by others) provides clues for explaining 
research mainstreaming and blocking of innovation (e.g., Frey 2003) and the crea-
tion of an “invisible college” (Derrek and Beaver 1966), which can create material 
reward in the form of promotion to professor and/or higher income (e.g., Leahey 
2007).

These results indicate that identified motivation – identified regulation refers 
to the motivation to do an activity because it is in line with personal values and 
beliefs – is important to consider in future research on reviewing in general, and 
on reviewing in accreditation and evaluation procedures specifically. Theoreti-
cally, approaching reviewer’s motivation from the perspective of the sociology of 
profession allowed for the substantiation of peer review as a professional practice. 
Methodologically, the understanding of the socio-psychological ambivalence of 
peer review in accreditation and evaluation procedures did emphasize the con-
text of relations, in this case between the German federal states and the academic 
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profession. In addition, the theory-led approach connected well to the psychologi-
cal SDT. Of course, the use of SDT and theory of professions could be viewed as 
double theorizing of a social phenomenon. To the contrary, however, we would 
argue that the connection of the sociological and psychological theories inte-
grated the individual micro and systemic macro processes into a coherent research 
design, thereby connecting the what, how and why questions of peer review. First, 
our research design answers the what question beyond the binary framing of peer 
review as an extra-role and in-role (professional) decision dilemma (Northcraft 
and Tenbrunsel 2011; Zaharie and Osoian 2016). Second, the question of what 
motivates academics to participate in peer review is connected to the why ques-
tion of peer review in the relationship of the academic profession and the state. 
Third, the what and why questions are approached in their entanglement with how 
peer review is done organized as a procedure and based on explicit, written crite-
ria for QA and QE expert judgment.

The empirically supported considerations about the peer review of research are 
not meant to be provocative but to show the potential of a more differentiated 
approach to studying academics’ motivation. For the study presented in this arti-
cle, not all items from the MWMS (Gagné et al. 2015) were used and the selected 
items were modified to fit the context of the survey (Table ESM1). The pragmatic 
modification of the MWMS raises the question of validity (see also Visser-Wijn-
veen et al. 2012). Nevertheless, the empirical results about the identified, intro-
jected and extrinsic motivation of professors to act as reviewers show an expected 
pattern of interrelations, which indicates their validity (see methodology section). 
Second, the MWMS items about amotivation were asked in a separate question at 
the end of the questionnaire to avoid context effects found during pretesting (see 
also Mummendey and Grau 2014; Schwarz and Sudman 1992). Also due to con-
text effects found during pretesting, third, the MWMS items were contextualized. 
The result of the contextualization is that the motivation questions were neither 
boycotted nor produced a considerable number of missing responses to the moti-
vation items.

The contextualized version of the MWMS proved useful for examining the 
motivation of reviewers involved in accreditation and evaluation procedures. In 
hindsight, it is not surprising that intrinsic motivation did not emerge as a stand-
alone form of motivation because reviewing is seldom an activity that brings fun 
and enjoyment by itself. This study is one of the first to examine discrete behav-
ior as an outcome of different forms of motivation, and shows that the second 
most autonomous form of motivation according to SDT can be linked to a likely 
engagement in the reviewer role in the future, thus supporting the SDT assump-
tion about autonomous, i.e., intrinsic and identified motivation.
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