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Abstract 

Objective: The objective of this study is to determine the role of gender and faculty rank in explaining variance in 

individual research impact and productivity for social work doctoral faculty. Methods: Research impact and 

productivity were assessed with the H-Index, which is a widely used citation index measure that assesses the quality 

and quantity of published research articles. We compared the individual H-Index scores for all doctoral level social 

work faculty from doctoral programs in the United States (N = 1699). Differences in H-Index means were assessed 

between genders at each tenure-track faculty rank, and between faculty ranks for each gender. Results: Both gender 

and faculty rank were associated with differences in scholarly impact and productivity. . Although men had higher 

H-Index scores than women in all faculty ranks, the gender gap was the greatest between men and women at the Full 

Professor level. The gender gap was least pronounced at the Associate Professor level, where women’s H-Index 

scores were closer to those of men. Conclusion: Results support previous studies in which women in the social 

sciences have lower H-Index scores than men. The diminished gap between men and women at the Associate 

Professor level may suggest that women of get promoted to Full Professor less frequently than men at comparable 

career milestones. While the results of this study are consistent with the argument that women face unique barriers 

to academic promotion and other forms of academic success in social work, these results do not explain any specific 

barriers that may cause the gender gap.   

Keywords:  H-Index, gender, social work, impact, productivity, scholarship, Google Scholar 
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Gender Comparisons of Social Work Faculty Using H-Index Scores  

 “Publish more and publish it now” has become a mantra in social academia (Barner, Holosko, Thyer, & 

King 2015, p. 6). They state that a requisite number of scholarly publications are required for promotion and 

determinations of merit. With the increased need to publish frequently came an increase in the need for methods to 

assess the influence of research publications.  

Bibliometrics are a means to measure the impact and productivity of programs, faculty, and academic 

journals across varying fields of study (Linton, Tierney, & Walsh 2011). Bibliometrics, however, are not strictly 

avenues for career advancement. They speak to deeper differences between faculty, and can even be used to explore 

possible biases hidden within the walls of academia. One such concern, the influence of gender in publication 

pattern (Geraci, Balsis, & Busch 2015), is the focus of this study. The following paper assesses the role of gender 

and faculty rank in explaining impact and productivity within social work doctoral programs.  

Research Productivity 

The H-Index (HI) is a frequently used bibliometric measure in the social sciences (Barner, et al. 2015; 

Geraci, et al. 2015; Hodge & Lacasse 2011). HI was created by physicist Jorge Hirsch (2005) as a bibliometric to 

assess academic impact on the individual level. HI is measured as a function between the quantity of scholarly 

publications (i.e., productivity) and the quality of publications (i.e., number of citations). In the 10 years since its 

founding, HI has quickly become a leading bibliometric indicator across disciplines. Lacasse, Hodge, and Bean 

(2011) noted the high citation count (1300) of Hirsch’s original HI article as evidence of the substantial influence of 

HI as a bibliographic measure. However, since 2011, citation of Hirsch’s 2005 article has more than quadrupled 

(5793 citations as of July 2016). The importance of HI scores is evidenced by their high correlations with 

bibliometric ratings of impact and subjective perceptions of scholarly impact (Hodge & Lacasse 2011).  

As faculty move up in ranks, so too should their HI increase (Hirsch, 2005). This trend should be expected 

because higher ranks are generally associated with a higher number of published articles and greater notoriety in the 

field. Indeed, Hirsch provides approximate what he would expect across disciplines to be typical HI scores at 

different ranks: he posited that an HI score of 12 is likely average for Associate Professors, and an HI of 18 is likely 

average of Full Professors. Hirsch’s original HI formula is not sensitive to the passage of time, and the same author 

with the same exact publications will often have an HI score that continues to grow without any new articles being 

added (Geraci et al., 2013, Truex, Cuellar, & Takeda 2009). An author’s HI may continue to increase even after their 
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death. Because the professional age of Assistant and Associate Professors is relatively consistent, the age effect 

should not be problematic. However, at the Full Professor level where professional age varies greatly, older Full 

Professors may have much larger HI scores than younger Full Professors. Alternate versions of HI have been created 

(Sidiropoulos, Katsaros, & Manolopoulos, 2007; Egghe, 2006), such as the g-index (which prioritizes an author’s 

most cited articles) and the hc-index (which adjusts for the passage of time). The former produces numbers that are 

generally higher than the original HI, while the latter produces numbers that are lower. Each variant focuses on one 

of the limitations of HI, but each also represents a trade-off. For example, g-index scores have been argued to better 

assess lifetime achievement, but may concurrently lead to inflated scores (Lacasse, Hodge, & Bean, 2011).  

The first empirical analysis of H-Index within the field of social work was conducted by Lacasse, Hodge, 

and Bean (2011). This study analyzed HI scores of tenure track faculty at the 10 top ranked social work programs in 

the United States. Lacasse and his colleagues determined that HI scores averaged 3.5 for Assistant Professors, 8.0 

for Associate Professors, and 14.75 for Full Professors in that sample. Although Lacasse and his colleagues focused 

on top-tier schools, the HI scores were still relatively low numbers in comparison to average faculty in psychology 

departments (Geraci et al. 2015). In a sample of traditional and social sciences, Hopkins, Jawitz, McCarty, Goldman, 

and Basu (2013) found that the percentage of women in academia diminished consistently at each rank. Women 

compared with men were awarded 47.1% of doctoral degrees, but they only represented 29.1% of faculty positions.  

Hopkins and his colleagues showed that the average HI scores for women in the disciplines of biochemistry, water 

resources, economics, and anthropology were one to four points smaller than the average HI scores of men in the 

same discipline.   

Lower levels of scholarly impact and productivity do not necessarily suggest that social work faculty are 

inherently less productive or produce lower quality research than their colleagues (Hodge & Lacasse 2011; Linton et 

al. 2011; Truex, Cuellar, & Takeda 2009). Further, lower HI scores for social work faculty compared to other social 

science fields may be caused by interdisciplinary barriers, especially for faculty publishing in social work journals. 

Sellers, Mathiesen, Perry, and Smith (2004) found that only seven of the 38 social work journals were familiar to 

social work faculty surveyed in their study. This finding suggests that faculty who publish primarily in social work 

journals will be cited less than peers who publish with similar quantity and quality in journals of other disciplines.  
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Gender and Ranking 

According to Holosko, Barner, and Allen (2015), social work is a woman-centric profession. Women 

outnumber men in both full-time and part-time faculty positions. Despite their numbers, women in schools of social 

work have more difficulty being promoted to higher faculty ranks. Holosko and his colleagues observed that women 

faculty in social work have markedly lower income levels than comparable men, have more difficulty finding 

appropriate mentorship, and may be expected to make greater sacrifices for family than is expected of men in the 

discipline. In the 21st century, an economic gender gap still exists in Social Work education, with at least one study 

indicating a $9,000 difference in pay between men and women (Sakamoto, Anastas, McPhail, & Colarossi, 2008). 

Although much of this variance was explained by individual level differences like age, rank, and publication output, 

the effect of gender remained statistically significant when controlling for those other differences. Furthermore, 

Sakamoto and her colleagues noted that gender disparities were observed across the range of factors predicting pay. 

This suggests that problematic differences exist in rank, publication, and job duties between men and women in the 

field.  

Balancing an academic career with family life may be a particularly difficult for women. Exploratory 

research in social work has linked family and child rearing concerns to lower rates of women seeking tenure-track 

positions, as well as greater job turnover from one University to another (Holley & Young, 2013). Holley and 

Young also emphasize that the tenure process overlaps closely with the age of childbirth and early parenthood for 

many scholars, and thus leaves of absence, and general workload restrictions on young mothers may bar women 

from reaching career milestones necessary for promotion. Even programs that “stop-the-clock” on the tenure track 

for one year following pregnancy may involve unintended career penalties, or at least the perception that such 

penalties exist (Gerten, 2011). Research pertaining to Sociology and Linguistics faculty members also supports the 

claim that having more children is correlated with lower research output in the social sciences, and this relationship 

appears to affect women more than men after controlling for family size (Hunter & Leahey 2010).  

While many women do thrive in leadership positions in the field of social work (Holosko, Barner, & Allen, 

2015), the extent to which these successes are emblematic of equal opportunity are unclear. Little information exists 

about a gender gap in leadership specific to social work, and because the field is female dominated, information 

from other fields may not provide an accurate comparison. Mentorship, whether formal or informal, seems to be an 

important way in which junior faculty become introduced to leadership, collaboration, grant, and committee 
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opportunities (Anyikwa, Chiarelli-Helminiak, Hodge, & Wells-Wilbon, 2015). Women Empowering Women. 

Journal of Social Work Education, 51(4), 723-737.). Women may experience greater barriers in developing such 

mentor relationships, which could lead to future difficulties attaining prestige within the field (Zerden et al., 2015; 

Holley & Young, 2013; Bent-Goodley & Sarnoff, 2008).  

Faculty rank and impact in psychology disproportionately favor men. In 2015, the average HI of women 

was 4.47 points lower than that of men, even after controlling for years of experience. This variation was not 

associated with inherit bias in HI, but rather was attributed to social biases in academia. Geraci and her colleagues 

concluded that women experienced unique barriers to impact and productivity in psychology departments. For 

example, women in psychology were argued to have greater difficulties networking, greater familial responsibilities, 

and a lower frequency of co-authorship compared to men.  

Research Questions 

 Although published literature suggests that disparities in gender are likely to occur in the social sciences, 

the topic has not been systematically studied in social work. Particularly, it is unclear the role that rank might play in 

such a relationship. The following three research questions were developed to address the gaps in the literature. 

First, is gender associated with variability in HI scores for social work doctoral faculty? Second, is faculty rank 

associated with variability in HI scores for social work doctoral faculty? Third, does an interaction effect exist 

between gender and faculty rank as they relate to HI scores? The first and third research questions will be the 

emphasis of this study, as HI scores are expected to increase as faculty ascend to higher ranks (Hirsch, 2005).  

Data Collection 

Faculty 

This study includes the total population (N = 1,699) of tenure-track social work faculty with doctoral and 

related professional degrees (i.e., PhD, DSW, EdD, MD, JD) who work at a doctoral level social work program 

within the United States. Only doctoral programs of social work in the United States of America who maintained 

membership in the Group for Advancement of Graduate Education in Social Work (GADE) were included in this 

study. To that end, all 76 universities on the GADE website were included in this study. Faculty identifiers (name, 

rank, and gender) were collected from the respective websites of these 76 universities.  

Faculty Rank was determined by the rank identified either on faculty webpages or curriculum vitae. Three 

categories were inclusive of tenure track positions (Assistant Professor, Associate Professor, Full Professor). Other 
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types of specialized faculty (Instructors, Clinical Professors, Research Professors, and Professors of Practice) were 

excluded from analysis. The myriad of roles assumed by specialized faculty made it unlikely that their primary 

responsibility was to conduct and publish scholarly publications.   

The gender of all 1,699 individual faculty members was assessed using name association, visual inspection 

of profile photos, and identification of personal pronouns used. There were no cases in which the gender of a faculty 

member could not be determined. This was rated as a dichotomous variable where individuals were consolidated 

into either a man or a woman category. Information on the biological sex of faculty members was not available for 

assessment.  

Google Scholar 

Google Scholar was released in November of 2004 (Baneyx 2008). Google Scholar is a database from 

which citation impact can be extracted. Although it has become a ubiquitous source of academic information, Jacso 

(2008) states that Google Scholar plays “fast and loose with hit counts and citation counts” (p. 442). He explains that 

Google Scholar organizes citations inconsistently, and has been shown to create inaccurate citations, authors, and 

years of publication for the articles in its database. Despite the notable limitations of using Google Scholar as a 

database for calculating HI, Baneyx (2008) notes that Google Scholar produces higher levels of scholarly inclusivity 

within the social sciences than other databases, such as ISI Web of Science.  

Publish or Perish (PoP) is a software program which collects and analyzes citation data from the Google 

Scholar database. Use of the program can allow for greater specificity and control over the results given in Google 

Scholar but many of the same limitations apply (Baneyx 2008). Proper use of the software requires a coder to 

actively clean the resulting citation pool of redundant articles and citations from authors with similar names.  

H-index 

Hirsch (2005) defines HI in functional terms by stating “A scientist has index h if h of his/her Np papers 

have at least h citations each, and the other (Np − h) papers have no more than h citations each”. For example, an 

author who has 32 citations which have been cited at least 32 times will have an HI of 32. An author that has 32 

citations which have been cited at least 74 times each would have the same HI of 32. An author with 31 citations 

cited 32 times, and a 32nd citation cited 31 times, would have an HI of 31. 

Impact was assessed using HI scores. HI scores were collected using the PoP program (Harzing 2016). The 

timeframe of HI collection was February 11, 2016 to June 26, 2016. Manual searches of the Google Scholar 
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database served as a reliability check for HI scores collected using PoP. Manual searches consisted of recording the 

HI scores listed on Google Scholar profile pages for faculty who maintained such a page. For faculty without a 

profile, manual scores were collected from the Google Scholar database by searching the faculty person’s 

publication name. When publication names were not sufficient to identify the individual contributions of faculty, 

additional search terms related to stated discipline or subject area were included. Manual counts were tallied from 

this list of search results between September 7, 2015 and June 26, 2016. The Pearson’s R indicated a strong 

correlation (r = .98, p < .001) between HI scores received in PoP and those collected manually. A second coder 

performed an additional reliability check of PoP scores with a random selection of 10% of the sample. This 

reliability check returned a Pearson’s R of .98 (p < .001) compared to the full sample.  

Results 

 This sample (N = 1699) consisted of 467 Assistant Professors, 640 Associate Professors, and 592 Full 

Professors. HI scores ranged from 0 to 30 for Assistant Professors (M = 5.10, SD = 3.85, Mdn = 4.00, 95% CI: 4.75, 

5.45), from 0 to 37 for Associate Professors (M = 10.18, SD = 6.03, Mdn = 10.00, 95% CI: 9.71, 10.65), and from 0 

to 91 for Full Professors (M = 19.37, SD = 12.85, Mdn = 17.00, 95% CI: 18.34, 20.41).  Women accounted for 65% 

(N = 1107) of all faculty positions. The number of women was larger than men at every level of faculty rank. Men 

were more frequently Full Professors (N = 279) than any other rank, while women were more frequently Associate 

Professors (N = 449). Men in faculty positions had a mean H-Index of 14.50 (SD =12.56, Mdn = 11.00, 95% CI: 

13.48, 15.51). On average, men had a 3.86 point higher mean than women (M =10.64, SD = 8.78, Mdn = 9.00, 95% 

CI: 10.13, 11.16) across all tenure-track faculty ranks. Descriptive information is summarized in Table 1. Rank 

explained 29 % of the variance in HI (さp
2 = .29). Limited variance in HI was associated with gender (さp

2 = .01) and 

the interaction between rank and gender (さp
2 = .01). A mean plot of the interaction is provided in Figure 1. 

 Notable differences were found between faculty rank for men and women. Faculty rank explained 27% of 

the variance in HI for men (さp2 =  .27). Men who were Assistant Professors had a mean HI of 5.75 (SD = 4.57, Mdn 

= 5.00, 95% CI: 4.94, 6.57), which was the lowest score among men. Men who were Associate Professors had a 

mean of 10.27 (SD = 6.42, Mdn = 10.00, 95% CI: 9.35, 11.18) which was 4.51 points (95% CI: -7.57, -1.46) higher 

than men who were Assistant Professors. Men who were Full Professors had the highest HI among men, with a 

mean of 21.22 (SD = 14.38, Mdn = 18.00, 95% CI: 19.852, 22.91). On average, men who were Full Professors 

scored 15.46 points (95% CI: -18.32, -12.60) higher HI than men who were Assistant Professors and 10.95 points 
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(95% CI: -13.42, -8.47) higher HI than men who were Associate Professors. Faculty rank explained 32% of the 

variance in HI for women (さp2 =  .32). Women who were  Assistant Professors had a mean HI of 4.86 (SD = 3.54, 

Mdn = 4.00, 95% CI: 4.49, 5.24), which was the lowest score among women. Women who were Associate 

Professors had a mean of 10.14 (SD = 5.86, Mdn = 10.00, 95% CI: 9.60, 10.69) which was 5.28 points (95% CI: -

6.55, -4.01) higher than the that of women who were Assistant Professors. Women who were Full Professors had the 

highest HI among women, with a mean of 17.73 (SD = 11.08, Mdn = 16.00, 95% CI: 16.50, 18.96). On average, 

women who were Full Professors scored 12.87 points (95% CI: -14.25, -11.48) higher HI than women who were  

Assistant Professors and a 7.59 point (95% CI: -8.89, -6.128) higher HI than women who were Associate Professors.  

 Mean scores for women were lower than men at each faculty rank, but the differences at the Assistant 

Professor and Associate Professor level were minor. Gender explained 1% of the variance in HI for Assistant 

Professors (さp2 = .01). Gender explained no variance in Associate Professors (さp2 < .001). Notable differences 

between the genders only occurred at the Full Professor level. Gender explained 2% of the variance in HI for Full 

Professors (さp2 = .02). Men who were Full Professors had a mean HI of 21.22 (SD = 14.38, Mdn = 18.00, 95% CI: 

19.852, 22.91) which was higher on average than the mean of women who were  Full Professors (M = 17.73, SD = 

11.08, Mdn = 16.00, 95% CI: 16.50, 18.96).  

Discussion 

 The results show that HI scores varied as a function of both gender and faculty rank. Although differences 

were observed between men and women for all faculty ranks, they were most notable between men and women at 

the Full Professor level. This may suggest that gender moderates the division of faculty rank. As should be expected 

faculty rank explains a large amount of variance in HI, while the variance explained by gender is more limited. 

Because the number and perceived quality of publications are key metrics used in promotion (Barner et al. 2015), it 

is not surprising that with higher academic ranks come higher numbers of cited publications, and thus higher HI 

scores. Although the effect of gender was not as pronounced as the effect of rank, the implications of gender 

inequality are concerning. While the variance based on gender, is not as easily explained, a history of professional 

barriers faced by women in the academic seems to be a feasible explanation (Zerden et al., 2015; Holley & Young, 

2013; Bent-Goodley & Sarnoff, 2008, Sakamoto, Anastas, McPhail, & Colarossi, 2008). Although it might seem 

incongruous for a female dominated field to disadvantage women, social work departments are still part of a greater 

academic system which has been traditionally male dominated.  
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Women have lower HI scores at every faculty rank. The 3.86 point average difference between men and 

women in social work doctoral faculties is consistent with the 4.47 point gender gap which has been found between 

tenure track faculty members in psychology (Geraci et al. 2015). The diminished gap between men and women at 

the Associate Professor level may suggest that women of equal HI get promoted to Full Professor less frequently 

than men, thus explaining differences at that rank.   One speculation is that there is a soft academic ceiling for 

women that prevents a timely promotion to Full Professor. Such a ceiling might explain why men are Full Professors 

at a higher frequency than women despite more women being Full Professors overall. Barriers to timely promotion 

are supported by evidence that women who reach Full Professor status in the social sciences do so later in their 

careers than men (Geraci et al. 2015). Research suggests that differential family obligations between men and 

women may prevent mothers from dedicating as much time to their careers, thus explaining some of this divide 

(Gerten, 2011). Still, results from other fields indicate that family structure alone is not responsible (Hunter & 

Leahey 2010). Now that a definitive gender gap has been observed in measuring the productivity and impact of 

faculty in social work, an important direction for future research is to determine the field-specific causes behind 

differential scholarly success.    

Limitations 

Several errors were noted in the citations included within Google Scholar. When faculty had suffixes in 

their names, or when faculty changed their publication name over time, Google Scholar profiles were less capable of 

making appropriate authorship distinctions. Name changes are a particular threat to validity in this study, as women 

are more likely to change their names over time than men are. It is possible that the discrepancy in scores by gender 

is caused by missing citations attributed to a faculty member’s previous name. Any inaccurate information found on 

university websites, such as incorrect or inconsistent faculty rank or misspelled names of faculty were identified and 

corrected. However, despite the assiduous efforts of the authors, it is possible that additional inaccuracies exist. 

Although other studies indicated years of experience as an important control variable when dealing with HI 

and gender, the lack of specificity in faculty profiles on university websites caused a notable amount of missing data 

(30.8%) on this variable that resulted in a much reduced dataset.  Despite a strong Pearson correlation (r = .79) 

between experience in years and faculty rank which indicates that the inclusion of this variable would have likely 

been redundant, differences in years of experience may play a larger role at the full professor level where the range 

of experience is greatest. Excluding cases with missing data, the average mean years of experience for women at the 
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Full Professor level was 25.97. This was discernably lower than the mean for men at the same career level, which 

was 29.88. It is important to reiterate that HI is a measure not only of productivity, but of impact, and even though 

men seem to have more years of experience, and presumably more publications, this would not necessarily translate 

to more publications that are cited frequently enough to affect an HI that is already large. 

When using citation counts as a measure of impact, it is important to emphasize that impact is not always 

synonymous with quality. Rigorous and necessary research conducted in more specialized fields and subfields will 

not reap large HI scores (Sellers, Mathiesen, Smith, & Perry 2006). Such contributions should not be undermined, 

and unfortunately this study is not sensitive to acknowledging researchers in niche areas. While this is a limitation, it 

is also representative of the greater process of prestige and promotion, where the ability to disseminate knowledge 

widely is as important as the ability to build knowledge. Another limitation of this study is that it does not address 

how self-citation may affect variance in HI scores. It is possible that women cite their previous work at lower rates 

than men, and therefore women might have lower HI due to inflation associated with self-citation. While we were 

able to find no studies addressing gender differences in self-citation in the field of social work, studies from other 

fields show no significant differences in self citation based on gender (Hutson, 2006). If such artificial inflation does 

exist in social work, the effects should be most notable at the Assistant Professor level where the average HI score is 

the lowest (Eloy et al., 2012). The results indicate that the difference in scores is largest at the Full Professor level 

where the average HI score is the highest; suggesting that self-citation is not likely to play a prominent role in the 

variance. 

Conclusion 

Although this study contributes to the understanding of research impact and productivity within ocial work, 

the results do not speak to the underlying question of its overall importance to the enterprise of social work 

education. Ironically, the importance of research impact and productivity within social work programs has not been 

decided. The distinction between research and clinical faculty has been cited to temper the focus only on research 

productivity (Barner et al. 2015). The consequences of the divide between research and clinical knowledge is 

endemic among social work practitioners; who rarely read or contribute to the research literature (Sellers, 

Mathiesen, Smith, & Perry 2006).  Other studies need to demonstrate how increasing research impact and 

productivity among tenure-track faculty does in fact increase the ability of social work graduates to compete in 

professional settings.
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Table 1  

Mean H-Index of Faculty Rank by Gender (Confidence Intervals) 

 Faculty Rank  

Gender Assistant Professor Associate Professor Full Professor Total 

Man 5.75 (4.94, 6.57) 10.27 (9.35, 11.18) 21.22 (19.852, 22.91) 14.50 (13.48, 15.51) 
Woman 4.86 (4.49, 5.24) 10.14 (9.60, 10.69) 17.73 (16.50, 18.96) 10.64 (10.13, 11.16) 
Total 5.10 (4.75, 5.45) 10.18 (9.71, 10.65) 19.37 (18.34, 20.41) 11.99 (11.49, 12.48) 
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Figure 1. H-Index of Faculty Rank by Gender 

 

 

 


