Founding concepts and foundational work: Establishing the
framework for the use of acknowledgments as indicators

Nadine Desrochers], Adéle Paul-Hus' and Jen Pecoskie >

"nadine. desrochers@umontreal.ca; adele.paul-hus@umontreal.ca
Université de Montréal, Ecole de bibliothéconomie et des sciences de l'information, C.P. 6128, Succ.
Centre-Ville, H3C 3J7 Montreal, Qc, Canada

2 jpecoskie@wayne.edu
School of Library and Information Science, Wayne State University, Detroit, MI, 48202, USA

Abstract

Building on the concepts of the rewards system of science and social capital, Blaise Cronin brought forth the
idea that rewards in science are threefold, forming a triangle built from authorship, citations, and
acknowledgements. Of these, acknowledgments are the hardest to grasp and evaluate. After nearly 45 years of
multidisciplinary research on acknowledgments and a corpus of over 75 scientific contributions, there is still no
consensus on the value of acknowledgments in scholarly communication. This study aims to further
acknowledgments research with a meta-synthesis of the literature, establishing the theoretical framework for the
use of acknowledgments as bibliometric indicators. Based on in-progress content analyses, broad categories
emerge revealing contextual information crucial to the understanding of acknowledgments. Applying our
framework on data from the Web of Science, further phases of this study will provide large-scale findings based
on a multidisciplinary sample. From there, it will be possible to envision recommendations for the
standardization and use of acknowledgments as indicators. However, grounding the study of acknowledgments
in their underlying theoretical considerations and conceptual foundations will ensure these recommendations
respect the diverse traditions of the scientific field.

Conference Topic
Theory

Introduction and background

It is a broadly recognized fact that the scientific field has a very “high degree of codification”,
to borrow the Bourdieusian phrase (Bourdieu, 1996, p. 226). How and when one is admitted
into the academic community, how a researcher acquires credibility within the scientific
realm, and what contributions turn a researcher into a renowned scholar are endlessly
evaluated, measured, and scrutinized. This high degree of codification helps to both foster and
assuage the paradox that underlies the use of empirical measures to define what remains an
intrinsically nuanced and contextualized concept: scientific “success”.

Merton (1973) presented the sociology of science with the rewards system of science, its
recognition paradigm, and the nepotistic undertones of the Matthew effect; Bourdieu reframed
the concept of recognition to befit the concept of symbolic capital. Blaise Cronin (1995, 2005)
brought forth the idea that these rewards are threefold, forming a triangle built from
authorship, citations, and acknowledgements (Cronin & Weaver-Wozniak, 1993). These are
all part of the illusio, which encompasses the stakes of the academic “game”, its rules, and the
very fact that its rewards are worth pursuing (Bourdieu, 1988, p. 56).

Of these rewards, acknowledgments are the hardest to grasp and evaluate; reasons range from
lack of standardization to name-dropping and ambiguous wording (Cronin, 1995; Cronin,
2014), as well as the placement of acknowledgments, which can vary from in-text mentions to
paratextual elements situated outside the body of the text (Genette, 1997). Researchers have



also called for stricter policies to inform the use of acknowledgments, prescribe their form,
offer conditions for inclusion, or establish their ethical ramifications (Brown, 2009; Chubin,
1975; Pontille, 2001). For example, while Cronin’s research (Cronin, 1995) showed that in
most researchers’ view, obtaining permission to thank is unnecessary, certain current editorial
policies (e.g., PLOS ONE, 2015) require any acknowledging party to obtain the
acknowledged party’s permission. Extricating one aspect of acknowledgments is also not
always straightforward. The “Funding Text” (FT) field of the Web of Science (WoS)
database, indexed since 2008, is a telling example, since it often contains all things and people
acknowledged, not just the agencies or institutions that provided funds to the project. That
being said, the FT field of the WoS has opened new avenues for this research by making
massive datasets available.

However, the literature heeds one important and overarching warning: after nearly 45 years of
multidisciplinary study and a corpus of over 75 scientific contributions, there is still no
consensus on the value of acknowledgments, no potential for meta-analysis within this
corpus, and, despite common questions, no shared framework for further analysis, nor any
clear recommendations for standardization. Given this situation, this study aims to further
acknowledgments research with potential contributions to scientific policy guidelines
(editorial and institutional) and research assessment (individual and disciplinary) in the
scientometrics field, which has shown ongoing interest for acknowledgments as a potential
indicator (Cronin & Weaver-Wozniak, 1992; Cronin, 2005; Diaz-Faes & Bordons, 2014).

In order to gain an understanding of where acknowledgments research had emanated from and
where it is currently situated in the scientific ecology, an initial overview of the literature on
acknowledgments was conducted, leading to the retrieval and document-level analysis of 119
scientific publications, which became the subject of a chapter submitted for inclusion in a
book on theories in informetrics (Desrochers, Paul-Hus, & Lariviere, accepted for
publication).

This phase of the research established that the reward triangle can and should be studied, not
only for its three constituting factors, but also for the relationships between them. It showed
that the meeting point of citation and authorship is the apex of the reward triangle.
Acknowledgements, however, are foundational in that they reveal the inner workings of the
scientific illusio (Bourdieu, 1988) that support this apex and that have, historically, supported
key conceptual frameworks: the “invisible college” (Crane, 1972), “trusted assessors,”
encountered before and during the peer review process (Mullins & Mullins, 1973), and the
categorization of authors vs. acknowledged contributors (Patel, 1973).

Methodology

Following this initial review, it became clear that a meta-analysis of acknowledgments
research would not be possible; however, the range of complex and varied approaches could
form the basis for a meta-synthesis (Rousseau et al., 2008) of the literature. This will: extract
knowledge on the perceptions of acknowledgements across a variety of disciplines (e.g.,
Information Science, History, Astronomy, Literature, and Psychology); provide
scientometricians with information pertaining to the nuances and contexts of research creation
in various disciplines; and yield the conceptual framework necessary to undertake
acknowledgements research on a larger scale using multidisciplinary datasets. The following
research questions were thus devised:

1. What does “acknowledgment research” look like?



a. Throughout history? (1970-present)
b. What were its founding concepts and considerations?
c. How are acknowledgments perceived and positioned in the acknowledgments
literature itself?
2. Who is concerned with acknowledgment research?
a. Scientists from what fields conduct acknowledgment research?
3. What aspects of acknowledgments are studied in acknowledgment research?

Using approaches based in the Social and Health Sciences (Rousseau et al., 2008; Dixon-
Woods et al., 2005; Mays et al., 2005) and recommendations specific to the use of evidence-
based literature in Information Science (Urquhart, 2010), a protocol for meta-synthesis was
established using the PRISMA model for systematic literature reviews (Moher et al. 2009).
The most recent searches place the corpus at 75 relevant documents. This paper presents
preliminary findings and initial theoretical considerations.

Preliminary Findings and Discussion - Foundations for a theoretical framework

Based on in-progress content analyses, broad categories are emerging; they reveal contextual
information crucial to the understanding of acknowledgments as potential bibliometric
indicators.

Paratextual Status: Acknowledgements can be elusive, especially in structure-driven datasets.
Standardized locations, conventions, separate paragraphs, in-text allusions, database fields
defined as pertaining to one aspect but including others are all intrinsic to understanding their
value.

Disciplinary Contexts: The literature stems from various disciplines, yielding a broad range of
methods and reporting styles. It also approaches the topic from various angles: a discipline
(e.g. Cronin, 2001), a culture or a group (e.g. Woolf, 1975), a linguistic community (e.g. Al-
Ali, 2010), a specific journal or set of journals (e.g. Rattan, 2013), dissertations (e.g. Gesuato,
2004), or direct enquiry (e.g. Heffner, 1979), quantitative (e.g. Costas & van Leeuwen, 2012)
or qualitative (e.g. Bashtomi, 2008). These differences do provide a spectrum of perspectives
that need to be part of any standardization process of these scholarly rewards into
contextualized indicators.

The Thankers and the Thanked: At its core, acknowledgments research is based on the basic
questions of who or what gets thanked by whom and for what. From the expression of
gratitude towards spouses to the mention of support from grant agencies, scientific
acknowledgments reflect the same diversity as acknowledgments from other types of writers,
such as literary writers (Desrochers & Pecoskie, 2014) and can be seen as a “‘ledger’ where
debts are acknowledged” (Weber & Thomer, 2014, 84). Inconsistencies abound: people are
thanked without specification of tasks, tasks are listed without names; financial capital is
embedded with social capital and with messages of a highly personal nature (Coates, 1999).

Cloak and Dagger Reveals: The previous two categories show that scientific
acknowledgments are sometimes as much a puzzle as they are clear; this in itself is
information. Indeed, the last decades have shown interest in the fact that acknowledgments
can expose the invisible college and pre-publication readers, including unknown reviewers,
thereby setting boundaries between groups who know their identities and those who do not.
This is obviously problematic in terms of using acknowledgments as indicators; yet



abolishing this practice would mean revoking a practice that pays homage to the peer review
process as it currently exists.

Language and Ethics: The acknowledgments genre has been studied in Linguistics and
alluded to in other disciplines, including Information Science (Cronin, McKenzie & Stiffler,
1992). “How” entities are thanked is closely linked to prescribed funding-based requirements,
cultural and disciplinary practices, and editorial guidelines, the latter being related to the
ethics of thanks: securing permission to thank someone, paying ‘lip service’ to key players,
and name-dropping (Cronin, 1995; Hollander, 2002)—angles reminiscent of the Matthew
effect.

Value and Perception: Finally, acknowledgments research has the ingrained quality, seen
elsewhere in science but perhaps rarely to this extent, to turn on itself. Numerous papers
oscillate between two positions: perceiving acknowledgments as suitable for study and as
potential indicators, true to the Merton-Bourdieu-Cronin theoretical continuum; and
criticizing them as problem-laden, lacking standardization, and fickle. Context and processes
have come under scrutiny in the use of other indicators in research assessment; yet
acknowledgment studies have a particular penchant for self-deprecation while relying on what
is now four decades of research to insist upon the fact that there is something to this paratext.

Conclusion and Upcoming Phases

Quantitative content analysis will help weigh these concerns throughout the history of
acknowledgments research. Qualitative analysis will help nuance these findings through
context, history, and disciplinary boundaries. Together, these analyses will provide a meta-
synthesis of the existing literature, from which the conceptual framework outlined here will
be refined for use in further studies. The goal is to use this framework on data from the WoS
and to provide large-scale findings based on a multidisciplinary sample. From there, it will be
possible to envision recommendations for the standardization and use of acknowledgments as
indicators.

However, since the literature provides many important warning signs, heeding them and
grounding the study of acknowledgments in their underlying conceptual foundations will
ensure these guidelines respect the multiple traditions of the scientific field and work within
the boundaries of the evolving high stakes of codification. Furthermore, they will help take
into account the fact that acknowledgments have long had a special standing in academia as
the place where the homo academicus (Bourdieu, 1988) can make the invisible visible, but
also vice-versa. This, in itself, is a stake of the i//usio that deserves to be better understood.
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