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Abstract

Universities depend on faculty service to support teaching, research, and everyday insti-
tutional functioning, yet their evaluation systems devalue this work through policy and
practice. Although the prioritization of teaching and research over service is often deliber-
ate, it creates a paradox in which institutions rely on work that their reward systems give
faculty limited incentive to perform. Drawing on interviews with nine former members of
a university-level promotion and tenure committee, this study examines how evaluators
navigate contradictory institutional demands that require service while providing no career
incentive for service excellence. The analysis reveals four mechanisms through which this
paradox is reproduced: (1) handbook requirements create binds between institutional
needs and evaluation criteria; (2) evaluation procedures marginalize service through time
allocation and sequencing; (3) the absence of institutional standards, which leads committee
members to rely on personal judgment; and (4) well-intentioned adaptations reinforce deval-
uation and uneven distribution of service. These findings demonstrate how implementing
an established evaluative hierarchy can generate consequences beyond those specified in
formal policy, affecting institutions” abilities to sustain the work on which they depend.

Keywords: faculty service; promotion and tenure; faculty evaluation; institutional
contradictions; organizational paradox

1. Introduction

Although universities depend on faculty service for everyday functioning, this work is
systematically devalued by structures used to assess faculty performance. Committees must
be staffed, curricula developed, students mentored, and institutions governed, but these
essential activities rarely carry weight comparable to teaching and research in promotion
and tenure (P&T) systems [1-3]. Although service is formally recognized as one of the
“three pillars” of faculty work, institutional reward systems consistently privilege research
productivity and, to a lesser extent, teaching effectiveness [4,5]. This hierarchy is well
established and often deliberate. Yet the teaching and research that institutions prioritize
also depend on service, including peer review, editorial work, faculty hiring, and the P&T
review process itself. Faculty therefore have limited incentives to engage in service beyond
what advancement requires, even as institutions depend on these contributions. This tension
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between universities” dependence on faculty service and the limited weight it carries in
advancement creates a central contradiction in academic life [6].

Prior research has documented unequal service distribution across gender, race, and
rank, showing that women and faculty of color disproportionately perform institutional
“housework” that carries limited career rewards [7-9]. Yet most research on faculty service
focuses on those who perform service rather than on those assessing it. As a result, we
know less about how evaluators apply service criteria in practice and what consequences
emerge when service is assigned limited weight in advancement without clear standards
for evaluating its quality and impact. This gap is important because institutional contradic-
tions do not persist through formal policies alone; they are enacted through the routines,
interpretations, and judgments of actors charged with applying those policies.

This study addresses that gap by examining how P&T committee members enact and
reproduce institutional contradictions surrounding service. We draw on semi-structured
interviews with nine former members of a university-level P&T committee at a Catholic
research university. P&T committee members are critical institutional actors because they
translate handbook language, procedural routines, informal norms, and institutional values
into evaluative judgments. Their accounts therefore provide evidence of how service deval-
uation becomes embedded in evaluation practice, rather than simply how it is experienced
by faculty who perform service.

The institution’s explicit commitment to service provides a particularly useful context
for examining how service is evaluated in practice. At this Catholic university, service is em-
phasized as a core institutional value, creating potential tensions between institutional values
and evaluative structures through which faculty work is recognized and rewarded [10,11].
This mission makes the tension especially visible, although the dependence on service is
revealed to be common across higher education. We ask the following: how are the institu-
tional contradictions surrounding service enacted and reproduced through the evaluative
practices of P&T committee members, and what consequences emerge from these practices?

By analyzing these evaluative practices, we find four linked practices through which
service becomes underspecified, procedurally marginalized, informally standardized, and
reproduced as a devalued category of faculty work. Theoretically, this paper extends
organizational paradox scholarship by showing how contradictions in academic evaluation
are sustained not only through formal policies, but through the routine evaluative practices
by which these policies are enacted [12,13]. Empirically, it provides an analysis grounded
in the perspectives of P&T committee members positioned at the intersection of policy,
culture, and practice. Practically, it offers insights for institutions seeking to clarify service
criteria, support more consistent P&T evaluation and align faculty reward structures with
espoused commitments to service, equity, and community engagement.

2. Literature Review

The systematic devaluation of faculty service reflects a core contradiction in higher
education: institutions rely on service to function, yet reward systems rarely treat it as
comparable to teaching or scholarship. To explain how this pattern persists, we first review
scholarship documenting service as both essential and undervalued; then, we draw on
organizational theory to conceptualize this devaluation as an institutional contradiction;
finally, we locate its reproduction in the evaluative practices of P&T committee members.

2.1. Service as Necessary but Devalued

By the mid-twentieth century, teaching, scholarship, and service had become widely
institutionalized as the three nominal pillars of academic careers [1,4]. Within this frame-
work, service represents one of the core obligations of academic citizenship, encompassing
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activities such as peer review, editorial work, committee service, institutional governance,
and broader contributions to students, the institution, the profession, and the commu-
nity [3,14]. Yet the formal inclusion of service alongside teaching and scholarship has
not produced equal evaluative standing. In practice, reward systems consistently privi-
lege research productivity, positioning service as necessary to institutional functioning but
marginal to individual advancement [5].

Service is not only lower in this evaluative hierarchy but also inadequately specified.
Compared to teaching and scholarship, expectations for service are often described in
broad or ambiguous terms [15], leaving committees to interpret vague standards without
clear criteria of quality or impact. Although reform efforts have sought to strengthen
the role of service within faculty evaluation, its devaluation has remained remarkably
persistent [16,17].

The costs of this arrangement are unevenly distributed. Female faculty perform more
service on average than their male colleagues, particularly in student support and institu-
tional caretaking [7,18], and faculty of color are frequently recruited for diversity-related
work that can impede research productivity [8,19]. Much of this is “hidden service”: insti-
tutional maintenance work that is typically absent from CVs and often unrewarded despite
being foundational to institutional functioning [9,20]. Because such service often involves
care and relationship-building that defies easy quantification, it is particularly vulnerable to
devaluation [21]. Heavy service burdens are connected to early career dissatisfaction [22],
intent to leave [23], and lower job satisfaction.

At the same time, faculty are not simply passive in the face of these incentives. Some
continue to engage in service despite knowing it is undervalued, treating it as a professional
commitment rather than strategic calculation. Faculty of color may engage in race-related
service as a form of critical agency that resists and redefines the structures constraining
them [24], and female faculty perform intellectual and boundary-spanning work that both
serves the institution and advances their own scholarly aims [25,26]. This agency matters
because it shows that reward structures do not fully determine faculty behavior, and that
the persistence of service despite its devaluation is itself something a study of evaluation
must explain.

These dynamics also vary by type of service, with internal, institution-facing service
recognized differently from external, professional service, though both are typically under-
valued relative to research [9,27]. Taken together, this literature documents that service is
essential yet devalued and that its burden falls unequally. What it explains less well is why
the devaluation persists even where its unfairness is widely recognized. These patterns
suggest that service devaluation is not simply a discrete evaluative problem but also an
institutional contradiction.

2.2. Service Devaluation as Institutional Contradiction

Understanding how service can be simultaneously required and devalued calls for a
framework attentive to competing demands within organizations. The institutional logics
perspective holds that organizations often operate under multiple, potentially incompati-
ble value systems and evaluation criteria that create tensions requiring ongoing manage-
ment [11]. In faculty evaluation, these logics include commitments to research excellence,
teaching quality, and meaningful service, even when only some of these commitments
are structurally rewarded. As universities have increasingly emphasized research produc-
tivity and external funding, evaluation systems (such as P&T and annual reviews) have
adapted to reward measurable scholarly outputs while struggling to articulate parallel
standards for teaching and service [2]. This has created a form of mission drift where
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rhetoric about balanced evaluation diverges from actual reward structures that prioritize
research achievement.

Neo-institutional theory helps explain how such divergence can persist. Organizations
often adopt formal structures for symbolic legitimacy rather than functional alignment,
creating gaps between policy and practice [10]. This loose coupling allows institutions to
maintain legitimacy while accommodating competing pressures through informal adapta-
tions. Formal commitments to service can thus coexist with reward practices that discount
it, without the contradiction ever being openly resolved.

Evaluation systems can also reproduce contradictions through the incentives and
indicators they privilege. Campbell’s Law [28] suggests that “the more any quantitative
social indicator is used for social decision-making, the more subject it will be to corruption
pressures and the more apt it will be to distort and corrupt the social processes it is intended
to monitor” (p. 49). This principle is especially relevant for understanding how faculty
evaluation systems may undermine the very activities they purport to measure and reward.

Studies of performance measurement have documented evaluation systems creating
perverse incentives. In K-12 education, high-stakes testing has been shown to narrow
curricula, encourage teaching to the test, and widen achievement gaps rather than improve
learning [29]. Similarly, hospital quality metrics have been shown to incentivize avoiding
difficult cases rather than improving care quality [30]. More broadly, when evaluation
criteria fail to capture the full complexity of desired activities, individuals adapt by focusing
effort on measurable aspects while neglecting unmeasured but important dimensions of
performance [31]. Yet this explains only part of the pattern. Faculty frequently continue
to perform service despite its limited rewards, as the agency literature [24-26] makes
clear, so incentive distortion alone cannot account for how devaluation is sustained. The
contradiction persists not simply because individuals respond to incentives, but because it
is embedded in the structures and practices through which evaluation occurs.

Scholarship on organizational paradoxes offers a way to hold these elements together.
Smith and Lewis [13] define organizational paradoxes as “contradictory yet interrelated
elements that exist simultaneously and persist over time” (p. 382) and characterize “perform-
ing paradoxes” as tensions between competing performance demands requiring ongoing
management rather than resolution. Service and the reward systems that discount it are
interrelated in this sense because the teaching and scholarship those systems prioritize
depend on service activities, including the curriculum development, peer review, and insti-
tutional governance that support academic work. From this view, universities can depend
on faculty service while structurally discouraging service excellence—not as a temporary
misalignment, but as an embedded paradox requiring continuous navigation. Such para-
doxes are constituted through ongoing practice. Putnam et al. [12] argue that seemingly
neutral organizational procedures, such as evaluation protocols, discussion sequences, and
time allocations, can actively create and maintain paradoxical tensions, while attempts to
reconcile them often result in symbolic compliance that preserves underlying tensions [32].

The concept of institutional work further emphasizes how individual actors actively
maintain institutional arrangements even while recognizing their problems through every-
day practices of interpretation, application, and legitimation [33]. In faculty evaluation, this
means that service devaluation is not sustained by policy language alone; it is reproduced
through the practices of those who apply and legitimate evaluation criteria. In promotion
and tenure, this work falls to committee members.

2.3. P&T Committee Members as Policy Enactors

Formal policies are not simply implemented; they are enacted by the actors responsible
for translating policy language into situated judgments [34]. In P&T, committee members
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occupy this enactment role. They translate handbook language, procedural routines, and
informal norms into judgments about what counts as evidence of faculty contribution.
Their accounts therefore provide evidence of how formal policy becomes evaluative practice
within disciplinary culture of academic judgment [35].

This enactment role becomes especially consequential where service criteria are thinly
specified. When handbooks offer little guidance on what service quality or impact looks
like, committee members are left to supply the missing standards, and their judgments
can turn an ambiguous formal commitment into a concrete determination of merit. In
these conditions, the institutional contradiction is not resolved so much as worked out case
by case, through the evaluative practices committee members use to assess, weigh, and
legitimate service.

Despite extensive documentation of service devaluation and its consequences, existing
research has emphasized faculty experiences as service providers rather than how evalua-
tors navigate the contradictions within service evaluation systems. While P&T committees
often struggle with service evaluation [36], limited research has examined how committee
members enact institutional requirements that simultaneously depend on and devalue
faculty service. This gap matters because P&T committee members do not simply observe
these contradictions; they participate in translating that contradiction into evaluative judg-
ments, procedural routines, informal standards, advice to faculty, and local distribution
of service work. Examining their accounts therefore allows us to analyze how service
devaluation is reproduced through routine practices of evaluation rather than experienced
only as an outcome.

3. Materials and Methods

This study employed a qualitative interview design to examine how P&T committee
members enact and reproduce institutional contradictions in service evaluation.

3.1. Study Context

The research was conducted at a mid-sized Catholic research university in the north-
eastern United States. The university’s mission emphasizes service to the community, nation,
and world as a core institutional value and explicitly encourages a spirit of service among
faculty, staff, and students. Despite this mission’s emphasis, faculty evaluation follows a
traditional three-pillar framework of teaching, scholarship, and service while maintaining
P&T requirements that privilege teaching and scholarship over service. P&T criteria are
specified in the faculty handbook, and candidates are evaluated holistically through a
portfolio of evidence rather than through a point or scoring system.

The university’s P&T processes follow standard academic timelines. Candidates are
reviewed successively at the department and college or school levels before their cases reach
a university-level committee, whose recommendation precedes the final decision by the
president. This university-level committee is chaired by the provost and includes at least one
full-time tenured faculty member from each college or school. Members are elected by the
tenured and tenure-track faculty of their units and serve staggered three-year terms, with no
more than two consecutive terms; academic administrators such as deans and department
chairs are ordinarily ineligible. Because the committee includes representatives from each
unit, its members routinely evaluate candidates from disciplines outside their own.

Although the Catholic mission and emphasis on service make this institutional context
distinctive, it provides a theoretically informative case for examining tensions between
institutional values and evaluative practices. If service is devalued even at an institution
that explicitly elevates service in its mission and identity, this setting provides a useful case
for examining how broader tensions in academic evaluation can persist despite local com-
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mitments to service. The single-institution design enables close examination of evaluation
practices that may extend beyond this case.

3.2. Participants

We purposively sampled members of the university-level P&T committee because
they are the actors who put institutional policy into practice. This committee applies
shared institutional criteria to candidates from across the university, making it the point
where handbook language, procedural routines, and institutional norms become concrete
judgments about faculty cases. Its members are therefore well positioned to reveal how
the contradictions surrounding service are enacted and reproduced. We focused on this
committee rather than department or school-level committees because it is the final, cross-
disciplinary stage of review before the president’s decision.

Former committee members were identified through institutional records of commit-
tee membership. We invited 19 individuals who had served on the committee within the
five years preceding data collection but were not currently serving, and nine agreed to
participate in a voluntary interview about their experiences evaluating faculty cases. Inter-
viewing former rather than sitting members allowed participants to speak candidly without
concern about ongoing committee dynamics. Participants’ service length varied, with some
having served multiple terms under different provosts, while others served shorter, more
recent terms.

Participants represented diverse disciplinary backgrounds across the university’s ma-
jor colleges and schools. Collectively, they represented six of the university’s nine academic
units, providing perspectives from a broad range of disciplinary and professional contexts.
This count excludes a newly established academic unit that had not yet been represented
on P&T committees. This diversity was essential for understanding how service evalua-
tion challenges manifest across different academic contexts and disciplinary cultures. All
participants were tenured associate or full professors, consistent with committee eligibil-
ity requirements.

3.3. Data Collection

We conducted individual semi-structured interviews between 30 October 2024 and
19 November 2024. A semi-structured interview guide was developed to explore several
key areas related to service evaluation in P&T decisions. Interviews lasted 45 to 90 min.
To ensure comprehensive data collection and reduce bias, two research team members
facilitated each interview, with one exception due to scheduling.

Alongside the interviews, we reviewed relevant institutional documents, including
the faculty handbook, to contextualize participants” accounts and to examine the formal
language through which service was represented in P&T evaluation. We treated these
documents as context for interpreting the interviews rather than as a separate corpus for
formal document analysis.

3.4. Data Analysis

We analyzed the interviews using Braun and Clarke’s [37] six-phase approach to the-
matic analysis, treating it as a recursive rather than linear process. We began by familiarizing
ourselves with the data. Interviews were transcribed using Whisper (20240930 release) [38],
checked for accuracy, deidentified, and read closely before coding. In generating initial
codes, two team members independently coded the transcripts, working from deductive
codes drawn from our framework of institutional contradiction and policy enactment and
from the interview guide, while adding inductive codes as they arose. They reconciled their
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coding after each transcript and, as a check for consistency, calculated Cohen'’s kappa [39]
on the final transcript (x = 0.764) before consolidating a shared codebook.

We then collated codes into candidate themes across participants and reviewed these
against both individual extracts and the full dataset. In defining and naming themes, we
refined each in light of the study’s conceptual framework, developing them into the four
findings reported below. Producing the report involved selecting illustrative extracts and
relating the analysis to our research question and the literature.

3.5. Rigor and Ethics

The research team included faculty with P&T experience as both candidates and eval-
uators. This insider knowledge facilitated rapport-building with participants and enhanced
our understanding of complex institutional dynamics described in interviews. At the same
time, our own experiences and social positions within academia may have shaped which
aspects of service, evaluation, and inequity we noticed most readily. We addressed this
through the collaborative structure of the analysis. Because two team members coded inde-
pendently and reconciled their readings transcript by transcript, divergent interpretations
were surfaced and tested against the data rather than settled by a single reader’s assump-
tions. An internal evaluator (an experienced researcher external to the research team but
within the institution) independently reviewed the interview protocol, analytic decisions,
and findings, providing methodological rigor and an external check on our interpretations.

This study was approved by the university’s Institutional Review Board. All partici-
pants provided informed consent and were assured that their participation was voluntary
and they could withdraw at any time. Given the sensitive nature of discussing institutional
evaluation processes, we protected participant confidentiality through secure data storage,
transcript deidentification, and the use of de-identified participant codes in place of names
in all research outputs.

4. Results

Interviews with nine former university P&T committee members show how the con-
tradiction surrounding service is enacted and reproduced through the ordinary work of
evaluation. Committee members did not describe disregarding service or deciding that
it did not matter. They described valuing service, yet through the routine practices of
reviewing cases, they reproduced its devaluation. The four findings below show how the
evaluation of service sustains the contradiction between institutional dependence on service
and its limited weight in advancement.

First, service is formally recognized as necessary but left evaluatively underspecified,
named as a domain of review without clear criteria for what counts as quality or excellence.
Second, evaluation procedures systematically marginalized service through time allocation,
discussion sequencing, and limited preparation, making service less consequential than
teaching and scholarship. Third, in the absence of clear evaluation criteria, committee
members filled the gap with informal standards and cautious discretion, creating subjective
and inconsistent evaluation processes dependent on individual judgment. Fourth, protective
practices and uneven service demands across units reproduce service devaluation socially,
concentrating the work on a smaller set of faculty while signaling that service is necessary
for the institution but risky for individual advancement. Together, these practices form a
mutually reinforcing set that allows service to remain formally recognized while leaving its
underlying devaluation intact.
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4.1. Finding 1: Service as Necessary but Evaluatively Underspecified

The first way service devaluation was reproduced was through the mismatch between
service’s formal inclusion in P&T review and its limited evaluative specification. Com-
mittee members described service as necessary to institutional functioning, yet the formal
criteria positioned it as less consequential to advancement than teaching and scholarship.
Service was therefore not absent from evaluation; rather, it was required without being
clearly defined as a domain in which candidates could demonstrate excellence or advance
their cases.

This asymmetry was embedded in the university’s faculty handbook. For tenure and
promotion to associate professor, candidates must demonstrate excellence in at least teaching
or scholarship, effectiveness in the other, and only effectiveness in service. For promotion
to full professor, requirements become more demanding for teaching and scholarship—
excellence is required in both—while service continues to be held only to the standard
of effectiveness. One participant explained, “The evaluation is stated in the handbook,
says you have to be at least excellent in one of these two, effective in the other, and at least
effective in service” (P8). The relative weight of service was therefore clear. What remained
unclear was what constituted effective service.

Participants recognized this as a fundamental asymmetry and several noted that service
excellence provides no evaluative advantage. One committee member stated, “You don't get
any brownie points for being awesome at service. And that’s actually in the handbook” (P4).
Another commented, “Excellent in service, that’s not going to get you through the door”
(P6). One participant questioned the logic of even evaluating service excellence: “Should
we even be evaluating excellent service?... Should we just evaluate people as effective versus
ineffective? Because it doesn’t get you anything” (P8). These accounts show that service was
not simply overlooked by individual committee members; the formal criteria themselves
made service difficult to treat as a career-advancing category. Committee members could
recognize exceptional service, but the evaluation system gave them limited grounds for
making that recognition consequential.

The limits of this structure became especially visible when service did not align neatly
with stronger performance in teaching and scholarship. One committee member described
how this structure left them without guidance in cases where weak service conflicted with
strong teaching and scholarship:

If that person hit the criteria for excellent in teaching and effective in scholarship, is
ineffective in service enough to keep them back? And that led to a very difficult discussion...
It wasn’t people pounding their fists on the table. It was more like, what do we do? How
do we manage this? They were just trying to solve the problem and figure out how to move
ahead when the system hadn't anticipated this situation (P6).

The difficulty here was not disagreement over whether service mattered; it was un-
certainty about how service should matter when the formal criteria did not specify its
evaluative force.

The handbook also provides a limited basis for distinguishing levels of service quality.
As one participant noted, “Excellence in service is never an expectation. It’s just simply
being effective, whatever effective means” (P3). Although the handbook provides ex-
amples of service activities, it offers no guidance for distinguishing what makes service
effective, excellent, or insufficient, so service is formally named but weakly translated into
evaluative standards.

Similar ambiguity emerged around expectations for different forms of service. Partic-
ipants occasionally distinguished between departmental, institutional, professional, and
community forms of service, particularly when discussing expectations associated with
different academic ranks. While they generally expected broader forms of service from more
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senior faculty, they lacked clear criteria for determining when contributions within those
domains were sufficient, significant, or exemplary. This under-specification is what allowed
service to remain institutionally necessary while carrying limited weight in advancement. It
entered the P&T process as something candidates had to demonstrate, but not as something
that could reliably strengthen their case.

4.2. Finding 2: The Procedural Marginalization of Service

If the formal criteria left service underspecified, committee procedures translated its
lower formal standing into marginalization during review. Three routines contributed to
this work: the order in which domains were discussed, the time allotted to each, and the
preparation members received for the task. Each resembled a neutral matter of administra-
tion, but together they made service formally present yet less visible, less discussable, and
less consequential than teaching and scholarship.

Committee members consistently reported reviewing each case in the order of scholar-
ship, teaching, and then service. This ordering proved both practical and symbolic, as one
participant observed, “service was usually the final thing discussed” and “I had a sense
that the scholarship and teaching conversations that preceded service were the determining
factors” (P3). By the time discussion reached service, the case was often effectively settled.
One participant noted that “by the time you got to service... you knew if they were going to
pass” (P7), and another described service as constrained by judgments already formed:

We always consider service last, at least when I was on the committee. We always
considered it last as far as the candidate was concerned. And then ultimately you make the
overall vote, but... it has to be in line with how you voted for the other three (P8).

Positioned last, service could confirm a favorable case or flag a concern about a marginal
one, but it rarely altered a recommendation. The sequence itself, a seemingly practical
choice, made service consequential only at the margins.

Service is not only discussed last, but it is also discussed least. Participants consistently
reported that service received substantially less discussion time than teaching or scholarship.
One committee member provided specific estimates as follows:

If we would evaluate a candidate and spend about two hours doing it, right? Generally,
we would spend... maybe, 40 to 45 min on teaching, 40 to 45 min on scholarship, and maybe
20 min on service (P8).

Another member estimated that service comprised only “25% of the discussion unless
there was disagreement” (P9), while others described service discussions as “definitely
shorter in the time period” (P4) and noted spending very little time talking about service
even for the full professors. These proportions were consistent enough that participants
treated them as normal, and longer service discussions arose only as exceptions; as one
noted, “longer conversations typically happened if there was concern that there was not
enough service” (P3). The pattern conveyed what one participant heard as follows: “a
definite air of service being perhaps the least important of the things” (P5).

Compounding these patterns, committee members were minimally prepared to evalu-
ate service. Most described learning the role informally, on the job, rather than through
structured guidance. One participant captured this experience as “we were thrown into
the fire. It was like, ‘Hey, welcome to the committee” ” (P9) and another reported that
“no training was provided” (P5), with guidance limited to the mechanics of accessing files
rather than criteria for judgment. Because service criteria were already the least specified
of the three domains, this absence of preparation fell hardest on service, leaving members
to evaluate it with the least institutional support.

None of these procedures announced a decision to devalue service. Each looked
like a reasonable way to manage a heavy workload. Yet in combination they routinized
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service’s secondary status, so that even committee members who valued service in principle
enacted its marginalization through the ordinary conduct of review. This devaluation was
reproduced less through what committee members believed about service than through
how they were procedurally arranged to evaluate it.

4.3. Finding 3: Informal Standards and Cautious Discretion in Service Evaluation

Where the formal criteria were lacking, committee members had to supply standards
of their own. Because the handbook set no threshold for how much service was expected
or what constituted excellence, members constructed informal expectations case by case.
One participant described the gap as follows:

There was clearly an expectation to see more service for cases that were requesting
promotion and tenure. But again... it was really never clearly articulated what that threshold
is... How much is a reasonable amount for associate professor? What's a reasonable amount
for full professor (P3)?

In the absence of an answer, definition defaulted to the candidate. One committee
member explained the following:

Service was defined—and this is true for everything—as how you make the case for it.
If you tell us that such and such is service, we will either agree with you and count it as
service, or we will disagree with you and disregard what you offered (P4).

This placed the burden of definition on candidates rather than on the institution.
Committee members recognized service largely by where candidates filed it, so that: “if
it wasn’t teaching and it wasn'’t research... it tended to be looked at as service” (P1), and
“So, if you're doing something astonishing in service that we hadn’t thought of, that doesn’t
make it not service. That just makes us dumb” (P4).

While this flexibility might seem generous, it systematically shifts definitional authority
from the institution to individual evaluators and candidates. The result is that service
evaluation depends not on institutional standards but on candidates’ rhetorical abilities and
evaluators’ personal receptiveness.

Without stable standards, committee members were left to rely on candidate framing
and their own improvised judgments. One participant observed the following:

If you [the candidate] tell us what the service expectations are, we know what they are.
If you don't tell us either a rubric or a target, we’ll make something up. The funniest thing I
said, I said that I'm not telepathic. Here’s the secret. Well, nobody else in the committee
was either (P4).

These improvised standards made service evaluation inconsistent and heavily depen-
dent on who was in the room. To manage ambiguity, committee members developed an
informal practice of deferring to disciplinary expertise that further individualized eval-
uation decisions. One participant explained the following: “we will tend to defer to the
person from the relevant school about what typical service is or is not in their field” (P4).
While this strategy provided context, it also meant that service evaluation depended on the
particular expertise and perspectives of whichever committee members happened to rep-
resent candidates’ relevant disciplines. Beyond disciplinary deference, members drew on
their own philosophies and experiences. Disagreements were often “attributed to people’s
philosophies of service around the table” (P1), and members acknowledged the subjectivity
openly: “A lot of this is subjective. So we share our opinions. And there isn't always a,
you know, there definitely is not always unanimity in how we view things” (P8). One
participant named the absence of a shared standard plainly: “I didn't sense that we had a
kind of a rubric in our work. So I don't feel that we all viewed it the same way” (P3).

The discretion committee members exercised is not itself unusual, since evaluating any
faculty domain involves judgment within institutional parameters [40]. What is notable
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is that, in some accounts, discretion operated cautiously rather than expansively. This
cautious discretion took the form of default skepticism in which service counted most
clearly when a candidate made an unusually strong case or had a champion in the room.
As one participant observed, candidates” success could hinge on whether they “have an
advocate on the committee” because otherwise “you [the candidate] really have to make
sure things are a slam dunk” (P1). Where teaching and scholarship had clearer criteria to
meet, service had to be argued through uncertainty that the criteria did little to resolve.

None of this required committee members to devalue service deliberately. They filled
a vacuum the criteria had left, and they did so in good faith. But the standards they im-
provised were uneven, and the caution with which they applied them meant that service,
already lowest in the formal hierarchy and last in the procedure, now also carried a height-
ened burden of proof. In exercising the discretion the system handed to them, committee
members reproduced service’s devaluation rather than correcting it.

4.4. Finding 4: Protective Socialization and the Uneven Distribution of Service

The final way service devaluation was reproduced was through the adaptive strategies
committee members and departments used to manage its consequences. Participants did
not describe devaluing service because they thought it unimportant. Instead, they described
efforts to protect individual faculty from the risks created by a system in which service
was necessary but weakly rewarded. These responses were often reasonable and well-
intentioned. Yet in aggregate, they conveyed the message that service should be treated as
career-risky, redistributing service burdens unevenly, and leaving the underlying evaluative
structure intact.

This protective logic was clearest in how participants described advising other faculty.
Committee members described advising faculty to limit service involvement despite insti-
tutional dependence on faculty service. One committee member explained the following:
“Telling them that a certain amount of service is expected and required is good, telling them
to spend the bulk of their week on service I don’t think is good... Because that’s not how
the evaluation goes” (P8). Committee members frequently worried about faculty doing
“too much service,” with one noting that excessive service might be “a disservice to that
candidate” (P8).

Departments acted on the same reasoning, shielding junior faculty from service respon-
sibilities that the institution requires. As one noted, “The department was shielding you
from doing too much service so that you could concentrate on getting tenure” (P7). Service
was not dismissed as meaningless; it was treated as necessary but risky if it displaced work
more likely to count towards P&T. Protecting candidates within the existing rules, this
advice also reproduced the message that service should be minimized during the very stage
when evaluation mattered most, socializing faculty to see service as institutionally required
but individually risky.

Protecting some faculty from service meant the work still had to be carried out by
others. One participant described the following consequence: “you’re going to have 20% of
the people doing 80% of the work. And you're just hoping that somehow it all evens up in
the end” (P1). Shielding junior faculty did not reduce the institution’s need for committee
work, governance, student support, or accreditation-related labor; it redistributed that labor
to faculty who were more available, more willing, more senior, more likely to be asked, or
less able to refuse.

Committee members recognized that these burdens fell unevenly. Several observed
that the same people performed service repeatedly, with one voicing frustration at “seeing
all the same people in these meetings” (P9), and several identified gendered dimensions.
One participant noted the following: “women are more likely to do more... and there’s
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probably a lot of invisible [service] that’s not documented” (P1). Another described how a
high-value leadership role went repeatedly to one person whose identity differed from the
department majority, asking the following: “why is this one person constantly in charge of
this when most of the department is this type of person?” They acknowledged that “not
everyone is getting a fair shake at some of these service activities” (P9).

Service expectations also varied across academic units. One participant explained
that “in the [school name], I think service was valued more, because they really have a
heavy service load” (P2), while another noted that accreditation requirements in certain
schools created uneven burdens (P8). These disparities were significant enough that “some
academic units had to be told to get it in gear that their dossiers are not going to make
it” (P9). The result was an uneven institutional landscape in which service was expected
everywhere but not performed, documented, or valued in the same way across the campus.
Because these expectations were set locally rather than institutionally, the contradiction
was not merely passed from mentor to mentee; it was built into how service was organized
across the institution.

Committee members had limited capacity to address these patterns, because their
work was organized around individual cases. They could evaluate the dossier before them
and draw on department letters or school representatives for context, but they lacked the
institutional memory to see patterns across departments or over time. As one explained:

It’s not like we see every case and we remember every case from before out of a
department or a program or an academic unit. And so you can have really nuanced, but
nefarious type of things going on and not realize theyre happening because of who had
access to get some of those service activities and those who don't (P9).

These individual accommodations allowed committee members to navigate individual
cases, but could not address the systemic inequities they recognized as problematic.

They were also wary of reforms that might make service evaluation more mechanical.
One worried that “if we start nickeling and diming everything, then people start to try
to do it mechanically, and then want to get credit for it. And it’s actually hurting” (P1).
Another explicitly rejected such approaches, “Don’t make it a rubric. Good Lord. That
is my biggest fear is people will start ranking them and make them some weird rubric”
(P9). These concerns reflected a legitimate worry that quantifying service could distort its
meaning or reward performative participation. Yet resisting more systematic approaches
also left the existing ambiguity in place.

The result was a form of well-intentioned reproduction. By protecting junior faculty,
absorbing inequities informally, and resisting reforms that might create new distortions, com-
mittee members and departments made an imperfect system workable without changing
the conditions that made service risky, uneven, and weakly rewarded. Service devaluation
was reproduced not because committee members disregarded service, but because the
solutions available to them kept the contradiction manageable rather than resolving it.

Table 1 summarizes the four mechanisms identified in the findings, the evaluator
practices associated with each mechanism, and their institutional outcomes.

Table 1. Mechanisms reproducing service devaluation in promotion and tenure evaluation.

Mechanism Evaluator Practice Institutional Outcome
Evaluative Evaluating service Exceptional service receives
underspecification without clear standards limited evaluative recognition
Procedural Discussing service last; Service becomes secondary
marginalization allocating less time to it in deliberations
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Table 1. Cont.
Mechanism Evaluator Practice Institutional Outcome
Informal standards and Relying on personal Inconsistent evaluation
cautious discretion judgment across candidates

Reproduction of service
devaluation and workload
inequities

Protective socialization Advising junior faculty to
and uneven distribution limit service involvement

5. Discussion

This study shows how contradictions in faculty service evaluation persist through
the routine work of the committees charged with carrying it out. Across the four findings,
service is formally required but evaluatively underspecified, marginalized by the procedures
of review, filled in through informal standards and cautious discretion, and redistributed and
passed on through protective advice. What links them is a single dynamic: the contradiction
is reproduced not through opposition to service but through evaluative practices that make
service difficult to recognize as career-advancing evidence. Committee members who
valued service still reproduced its devaluation, because the system gave them weak criteria,
marginalizing routines, and few tools to do otherwise.

Together these practices form a mutually reinforcing set that sustains contradictory
demands while appearing to function effectively. Committee members consistently recog-
nized the problems inherent in service evaluation yet relied on individual strategies that
kept the contradictory system workable. In aggregate, these accommodations plausibly
reduced the pressure for structural change, leaving core tensions intact while reinforcing
the devaluation of service. This helps explain why service devaluation persists even when
faculty and evaluators openly acknowledge its inequitable effects.

These findings also suggest that the consequences of prioritizing teaching and schol-
arship over service extend beyond the formal evaluation of individual faculty. While the
hierarchy itself may be intentional, the practices that emerge from it can reinforce uneven
service burdens and discourage faculty from investing in work that is essential to institu-
tional functioning. This creates a broader organizational problem in which the same reward
structures designed to prioritize teaching and research may undermine the collective service
contributions needed to sustain them. Thus, the consequences of service devaluation are
not limited to individual career advancement but also concern the institution’s ability to
maintain the activities on which it depends.

5.1. Theoretical Implications

Our findings extend organizational paradox scholarship by specifying how contra-
dictory institutional arrangements persist over time. Specifically, we show that paradoxes
can be reproduced through ordinary evaluative practices that appear neutral, practical, or
protective rather than through overt resistance to institutional values. While Smith and
Lewis [13] identify performing paradoxes as tensions between competing performance
demands that require ongoing management, our study shows how such management can
occur through accumulated individual adaptations that sustain rather than resolve the
paradox. P&T committee members did not simply navigate the tension between institu-
tional dependence on service and service devaluation; they were actively, if unknowingly,
reproducing it through evaluation practices.

This reproduction was constituted through communicative and procedural routines.
Consistent with Putnam et al. [12], committee deliberations enacted the paradox through
sequences of discussion, systematic disparities in time allocation, and the substitution of
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individual judgment for institutional standards. These seemingly neutral administrative
procedures appeared practical and orderly, yet they shaped what became visible, discussable,
and consequential in evaluation, thereby sustaining evaluative priorities that conflicted
with the institution’s stated commitments to service. Recognizing the pattern did little
to loosen it, which shows how routine practices become institutionalized and resistant to
individual correction.

The dynamics also extend Lawrence and Suddaby’s [33] account of institutional work,
the ongoing efforts through which actors create, maintain, and disrupt institutional ar-
rangements. Committee members were clearly engaged in institutional maintenance work,
sustaining contradictory logics rather than resolving them and making the tension between
institutional need and career incentive manageable case by case. Their work illustrates the
limits of individual agency inside contradictory structures. Aware of the misalignment and
concerned about fairness, they could not, through their own choices, alter the arrangements
that produced it.

These limits reposition the question of agency by shifting attention from service as
labor performed by faculty to service as a category produced through evaluation. The
faculty agency literature has largely examined the agency of those who perform service,
showing how faculty, and especially women and faculty of color, use service to resist and
redefine the structures that constrain them [24,26]. Our evaluators exercised agency from a
different position. They recognized the structural conditions shaping how faculty respond
to service, yet their own agency was bound by the evaluation system they administered,
so their adaptive responses reproduced the very conditions they named as problematic.
Agency, in this account, is not only a source of resistance but also a vehicle of reproduction.
The same capacity that lets faculty push against devaluation lets evaluators, differently
situated, sustain it.

The finding on cautious discretion carries a related implication for how discretion
is understood in faculty evaluation. O’Meara [40] treats faculty discretion as a lever that
can advance full participation when it is checked and structured, but that can reproduce
inequity when it is not. Our study documents the second case for service. Handed wide
discretion but no standards, committee members exercised it cautiously, raising rather than
lowering the bar for service to count as persuasive evidence, and using their latitude in
ways that reproduced devaluation rather than countered it. Expanding evaluator discretion
is therefore not, by itself, a remedy for service’s marginalization. Discretion advances equity
only when the criteria and procedures that structure it are built to support service rather
than to sideline it.

5.2. Empirical Contributions

Empirically, this study shifts attention from the distribution and experience of service
to the evaluation practices through which service becomes career-relevant or career-limiting.
Prior research has shown that service is unevenly distributed and often devalued, espe-
cially for women, faculty of color, junior faculty, and those in service-intensive roles. By
examining committee members who apply P&T criteria, our findings show how the limited
weight of service is enacted, and in some respects extended, inside the review process. The
four findings specify how service is formally included but weakly specified, procedurally
marginalized through discussion order and time allocation, evaluated through informal
and inconsistent standards, and redistributed through protective socialization. Together
they offer an account of service devaluation, locating it not in individual bias [41] or policy
design flaws [2] alone, but in the linked practices of evaluation, which helps explain why
interventions aimed at individual knowledge or attitudes have had limited effect [16,17].

https://doi.org/10.3390/higheredu5040125


https://doi.org/10.3390/higheredu5040125

Trends High. Educ. 2026, 5, 125

15 of 20

Centering on university-level P&T committee members provides a distinctive vantage
point. These evaluators sit where institutional policy, disciplinary variation, procedural
routine, and career consequence converge, and their accounts bring to the surface tensions
less visible in the studies of those who perform service: the difficulty of defining service
excellence, the procedural ways service becomes secondary, the reliance on informal judg-
ment when criteria are weak, and the limits of a case-by-case review for addressing systemic
inequity. Seen from this position, service devaluation is not only experienced by candidates
but enacted by the institutional actors charged with judging their work.

Finally, the study shows how an institution can reproduce the devaluation of service
even while rhetorically elevating it. Service is central to the university’s stated mission
and identity, yet that emphasis did not translate into clear evaluative criteria, sustained
procedural attention, or consistent recognition of service as career-advancing evidence. This
suggests that institutional commitments to service require more than symbolic affirmation;
they must be embedded in the criteria and routines through which faculty work is evaluated.

5.3. Policy and Practice Implications

The findings suggest that addressing service devaluation requires more than encourag-
ing committees to value service more. Committee members in this study often value service,
but they worked within criteria and procedures that made service difficult to recognize
as career-advancing evidence. Institutions seeking to address this contradiction should
therefore focus on the structures through which service is defined, documented, discussed,
distributed, and rewarded.

A central implication is the need for clearer pathways for recognizing service excellence.
As long as service remains a threshold requirement while teaching and scholarship define
advancement, evaluators will treat service as secondary even when institutions depend
on it. This might involve allowing service excellence to substitute for excellence in other
areas, creating service-focused promotion tracks, or developing clearer distinctions among
routine participation, meaningful contribution, leadership, impact, and institutionally
significant service.

Clear standards, however, raise a concern that participants voiced directly. Some
resisted the idea of a service rubric, worrying that itemizing service would lead faculty
to pursue it mechanically for credit. This concern reflects Campbell’s Law [28]: the more
an indicator is used to make decisions, the more it can distort the activity it is meant to
measure. Counting committee memberships or hours could reward visible participation
over meaningful contribution and push the care and relationship-building work that makes
service valuable further out of view. Yet the same participants also described the costs
of having unclear standards. Without shared criteria, committee members supplied their
own, making evaluations dependent on individual judgment and potentially influenced by
whether a candidate had an advocate on the committee.

The choice, then, is not between a scoring rubric and unclear criteria. O"Meara [40]
cautions that replacing judgment with supposedly objective tools can hide bias rather than
remove it, since faculty can build their own assumptions into the criteria they create. Bias is
more likely when criteria are vague and decisions are rushed [40], and our findings suggest
that the combination of underspecified service criteria and limited discussion time may
create similar conditions. The alternative is to structure discretion rather than eliminate
it [40].

Institutions could establish shared standards that focus on the quality, significance,
and impact of service contributions rather than the quantity of activities performed. These
standards should allow different forms of evidence to demonstrate meaningful service. For
example, chairing a faculty search committee, organizing a community outreach initiative,
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and performing essential but less visible institutional service may demonstrate value in
different ways. Requiring candidates to meet uniform numerical thresholds or demonstrate
the same types of outcomes could disadvantage contributions that are difficult to quantify.
Evaluators should instead assess these contributions in context, using shared criteria while
explaining the evidence supporting their judgments. Such an approach would not eliminate
the risk of strategic behavior, since even qualitative criteria can become targets. Institutions
should therefore periodically review whether their standards are encouraging meaningful
contributions or simply rewarding activities that are easier to document. In this way, clearer
standards can support more consistent evaluation without reducing service to a set of
measurable outputs.

Evaluation procedures also need attention because service can be marginalized even
when it is formally included in review. The findings show that discussion order, time
allocation, and limited preparation can make service secondary even when committee
members value it in principle. Committees could adopt procedures that require explicit
discussion of service quality and impact, provide guidance on how service evidence should
be weighed, and train members in evaluative criteria rather than only in the mechanics of
accessing files. Beyond training, committees may also need calibration practices in which
members discuss sample service records, compare interpretations of service quality and
impact, and surface disciplinary assumptions before evaluating actual cases. Allowing
candidates to designate which area should be discussed first acknowledges their expertise
in framing their own contributions and prevents the automatic devaluation that occurs
when service is always considered last.

Service must also be made more visible and consistently documented. While candidates
submit service narratives, the absence of structured guidance allows invisible work to remain
hidden and creates inconsistent documentation quality. Institutions should provide clear
narrative guidance that prompts candidates to address specific dimensions of their service:
nature and scope of activities, time commitments, leadership roles, institutional impact,
contributions to equity and community building, and forms of care or maintenance work
that often remain invisible. These structured prompts would surface work that typically
goes undocumented without reducing service to checklists or numeric metrics. Committee
training should reinforce how to recognize substantive service within these narratives,
emphasizing that impact and context matter more than quantity.

Reform must also reach the departmental and disciplinary settings where service
expectations are communicated and distributed. Much of what reproduces service devalua-
tion happens below the university level, in how departments advise faculty and distribute
service. Protective mentoring may help junior faculty survive the existing system, but it
also teaches them to treat service as career-risky and can concentrate essential work among
senior faculty, women faculty, faculty of color, or others more likely to be asked. Depart-
ments should therefore pair mentoring about sustainable service with transparent workload
practices that distribute the necessary service more equitably. Because service expectations
also vary widely across units, institutions should develop shared but field-sensitive expec-
tations so that faculty in service-intensive units are not disadvantaged relative to those in
units where little service is expected. Institutions may also need mechanisms for tracking
service participation and access to high-value service roles across units and over time, since
a case-by-case review makes patterned inequities difficult for committees to see.

Reform of service evaluation must ultimately integrate broader institutional reward
systems. Evaluation practices that discourage service engagement are incompatible with
institutions’ reliance on service for governance, accreditation, curriculum, student support,
and community engagement, particularly when essential work is concentrated among a
small subset of faculty. Meaningful reform requires coordinated change across departments,
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schools, and university-wide policies so that service is not only rhetorically valued but
structurally recognizable, equitably distributed, and consequential in faculty advancement.

5.4. Broader Significance for Higher Education

The contradictions revealed in this study extend beyond P&T processes to broader
questions about sustainability and governance in higher education. Faculty service sup-
ports everything from curriculum development and student mentoring to accreditation
and institutional governance, yet evaluation systems often discourage excellence in these
essential activities. When institutions rely on faculty service but provide no career incentive
for it, they create conditions that push toward either service failure as faculty rationally
minimize service engagement, or faculty exhaustion as conscientious faculty continue pro-
viding essential service without adequate recognition. Both outcomes threaten institutional
capacity and faculty well-being.

These implications are particularly relevant given current debates about academic
workload equity and the disproportionate service burdens carried by women faculty and
faculty of color. The contradictions identified here help explain why inequities persist
despite widespread awareness and good intentions. When evaluation systems are funda-
mentally contradictory, individual efforts to address inequitable service distribution cannot
succeed because the underlying structure continues to devalue the very work that creates
equity problems. Given documented gender and racial disparities in service participation,
the current evaluation structure may further contribute to inequities in faculty advance-
ment [5,42]. The implication is not simply that institutions should value service more,
but that they must make service evaluable, so that its quality, impact, and institutional
importance can be recognized rather than assumed.

Other institutions facing contradictions between stated values and reward structures
may show comparable patterns of well-intentioned reproduction. The account offered here,
of a contradiction sustained through the ordinary practices of those who administer it,
may help explain how institutional paradoxes persist through individual adaptation more
broadly, and may inform organizational change efforts across higher education.

Extending beyond the immediate data, the deepest of these contradictions may be pro-
fessional as much as institutional. Even where a single university resolves to value service,
the standards against which its faculty are judged are set partly beyond it, within disci-
plinary evaluation cultures that shape what counts as academic excellence [35]. Promotion
and tenure evaluations lean heavily on external reviewers, whose letters are written within
disciplinary cultures that equate scholarly standing with research productivity. Within
that prestige economy, a common objection to rewarding service is that doing so would
dilute the research standard, so that elevating service is heard as lowering the bar. This
locates service devaluation in the reward culture of the academic profession, not only in any
institution’s handbook, and it suggests that local reform can only go so far. Grappling with
the contradiction at its root would require disciplines, scholarly societies, and the external-
review system to reconsider what counts as valuable academic work, so that recognizing
service is understood not as a threat to scholarly standing but as part of a fuller account of
what faculty contribute.

5.5. Limitations and Future Research

This study has several limitations that suggest directions for future research. First, the
research was conducted at a single university with a service-focused mission. This context
provides a theoretically informative case for examining contradictions between stated values
and evaluation practices, but the findings may not transfer directly to institutions with
different missions, organizational structures, or faculty evaluation systems. Future research
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should examine service evaluation at other institutional types to explore how differing
missions shape the reproduction of service devaluation.

Our sample consisted of nine former P&T committee members, all tenured associate
or full professors. These participants were well-positioned to speak to institutional con-
tradictions and cross-disciplinary decision-making, but they represent only one vantage
point in a broader evaluation ecosystem. Future research should incorporate perspectives
from candidates, department chairs, deans, and administrators to better understand how
contradictions are experienced and reproduced across roles and levels of decision-making.

Additionally, we did not collect demographic data from participants. With nine former
committee members from a single identifiable university-level committee, even limited
demographic breakdowns could have increased the risk of participant identification and
conflicted with our commitments to confidentiality. This limits our ability to examine how
evaluators” own social identities may have shaped their perspectives on service, equity,
and evaluation.

The study draws on interview data rather than direct observation of committee de-
liberations. Interviews enable retrospective reflection on dilemmas that may be difficult
to articulate in real time, but they do not capture observable interactions. Future research
could triangulate interview-based findings with ethnographic observation of committee
meetings, content analysis of evaluative narratives, or systematic coding of P&T dossiers to
examine how service is discussed, weighted, and documented in practice.

6. Conclusions

This study examined how universities depend on faculty service while giving it limited
weight in promotion and tenure. Drawing on interviews with former university-level
P&T committee members, we show that this contradiction is reproduced through the
ordinary work of evaluation. Service is formally required but evaluatively underspecified,
procedurally marginalized, interpreted through informal standards and cautious discretion,
and redistributed through protective advice and uneven service demands across units.

Across these findings, service devaluation is not the product of indifferent or ill-
intentioned evaluators. It is sustained through the routine practices by which committed
evaluators judge faculty work within systems, which give them limited tools for recognizing
service as evidence of career advancement. This study extends organizational paradox
and institutional work scholarship by showing how contradictions persist through eval-
uation practices rather than being resolved through formal policy, structural reform, or
individual goodwill. Unless institutions make service more evaluable and consequential
in advancement, they will continue to depend on work that their own reward systems
render secondary.
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