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Abstract
This study explores early career researchers’ (ECRs) appreciation and utilisation of open access (OA) publishing. The 
evidence reported here results from a questionnaire-based international survey with 1600 participants, which forms the 
second leg and final year of a four year long, mixed methods, longitudinal study that sought to discover whether ECRs 
will be the harbingers of change when it comes to scholarly communications. Proceeding from the notion that today’s 
neophyte researchers, believed to hold millennial values of openness to change, transparency and sharing, may be best 
placed to power the take-up of OA publishing, the study sought to discover: the extent to which ECRs publish OA papers; 
the main reasons for their doing or not doing so; and what were thought to be the broader advantages and disadvanta-
ges of OA publishing. The survey data is presented against a backdrop of the literature-based evidence on the subject, 
with the interview stage data providing contextualisation and qualitative depth. The findings show that the majority of 
ECRs published in OA journals and this varied by discipline and country. Most importantly, there were more advantages 
and fewer disadvantages to OA publishing, which may be indicative of problems to do with cost and availability, rather 
than reputational factors. Among the many reasons cited for publishing OA the most important one is societal, although 
OA is seen as especially benefiting ECRs in career progression. Cost is plainly considered the main downside.
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1. Introduction
Researchers have long been exhorted to opt for open access (OA)1 publishing for the sake of the advancement of the 
scholarly enterprise itself (Allen; Mehler, 2019) and the host of societal advantages it is said to bring about (Gould, 2015; 
Suber, 2012). Indeed, with openness and sharing of knowledge and information now seen as fundamental to the full 
implementation of the plans for an open science ecosystem (Méndez et al., 2020), OA has arguably been assuming even 
greater importance. Beyond that, the purported individual-level benefits of OA are promoted as powerful incentives for 
researchers to embrace the open model of publishing (Enago Academy, 2017; McKiernan et al., 2016). Perhaps not very 
surprisingly then, if in the past it was mostly scepticism, not to say suspicion, that has surrounded OA (Creaser, 2010; 
Mann et al., 2009; Nicholas et al., 2014; Pinfield, 2015; Schroter et al., 2005; Swan; Brown, 2004; Xia, 2010), now the 
difficulties associated with OA seem to be diminishing, at least as far as attitudes are concerned (CNRS, 2016; Dalton; 
Tenopir; Björk, 2020; NPG, 2015; Rowley et al., 2017; Ruiz-Pérez; Delgado-López-Cózar, 2017). So much so, that resear-
chers claim they would be happy to see the traditional subscription-based publication model replaced entirely by an 
open access one (Blankstein; Wolff-Eisenberg, 2019; Wolff-Eisenberg; Rod; Schonfeld, 2016).

Still, although attitude has been found to be the strongest predictor of the intention to publish OA (Moksness; Olsen, 
2017), open access journals are yet to win favour as publishing venues. Plainly, practices lag behind attitudes, as exem-
plified by the findings in study after study published in the past few years, according to which OA is among the last 
criteria on researchers’ list of priorities when they decide where to publish (Borrego; Anglada, 2016; Nicholas et al., 
2017; Nicholas et al., 2019; Niles et al., 2020; NPG, 2015; Sbaffi et al., 2020; Tenopir et al., 2016a). It is telling that, even 
in the aforementioned study, in which researchers voiced support of the notion of the OA publishing model replacing 
the traditional one, only 4 in 10 authors rated OA as an important factor when choosing a publishing outlet (Blankstein; 
Wolff-Eisenberg, 2019). 

However, although it is ECRs, representing as they do 
the future and arguably leading the developments to 
come, whose views and practices are especially signifi-
cant when it comes to the adoption of open publishing 
behaviours, they have rarely been singled out for OA in-
vestigations. This is all the more surprising, as ECRs may 
be best placed to power the take-up of OA publishing. 
For one, they may have more compelling reasons than 
their senior counterparts to view OA publishing in a fa-

Despite the fact that ECRs, representing 
as they do the future and leading the de-
velopments to come, whose views and 
practices are especially significant when 
it comes to the adoption of open publi-
shing behaviours, they have rarely been 
singled out for open access studies
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vourable light, as the reputation-building and career-advancing capabilities associated with OA are particularly advanta-
geous to them as neophyte researchers, still seeking to find their way and establish their standing in academe (Eschert, 
2015; Farnham et al., 2017; PhD on Track, 2017; Pontika, 2015). Indeed, junior researchers have been found to hold 
much more positive views of OA than their senior counterparts (Dalton; Tenopir; Björk, 2020; Nicholas et al., 2015; 
Ruiz-Pérez; Delgado-López-Cózar, 2017; Tenopir et al., 2016b; Tenopir et al., 2017). Also, given their millennial values 
of openness to change, transparency and sharing (Burstein, 2013; Pew Research Center, 2010a; 2010b; 2018; Wireless 
World Research Forum, 2017), they might take greater interest in OA publishing and drive the developments in this area. 
Add to it that they are the informed people to ask about OA, as they are in the front line of scholarly communications, 
who do most of the information discovery work and undertake many of the essential authorship and publishing practices 
(Jamali et al., 2020a; Nicholas et al., 2017; Nicholas et al., 2019), and the importance of learning their OA attitudes and 
behaviours becomes quite clear. 

Seeking to address the knowledge gap thus identified, this study sets out to explore ECRs’ appreciation and utilisation 
of OA. As part and parcel of a wider, longitudinal, mixed methods study of their scholarly communication practices2, it 
therefore looks to establish the extent to which ECRs are the harbingers of the long-heralded, fundamental change in 
the much-debated traditional approach to scientific publishing that OA is said to embody.

2. Aims and objectives
The aim of this study is to explore the perceptions and practices of ECRs in regard to open access publishing. Its specific 
objectives are: 

-  Establishing the extent to which ECRs publish OA
-  Identifying the principal reasons for ECRs’ opting for publishing OA
-  Identifying the principal reasons for ECRs’ refraining from publishing OA 
-  Determining the perceived advantages for ECRs of publishing OA
-  Determining the perceived disadvantages for ECRs of publishing OA 
-  Identifying similarities/differences in ECRs’ attitudes to OA publishing by gender, country and discipline

3. Scope and definitions
The evidence reported here results from a questionnaire-based international survey, which forms the second leg and 
final year of a four year long, mixed methods, longitudinal study that sought to discover whether ECRs will become the 
harbingers of change when it comes to scholarly communications. The study explored a comprehensive range of topics, 
covering discovery, metrics, publishing practices, authorship, peer review, social media, open data and open access. 
Some of the findings of the survey have been published in other papers (Jamali et al. 2020a; 2020b; Nicholas et al., 
2020a; 2020b; Rodríguez-Bravo; Nicholas, 2020), while this article focuses only on open access. The survey data per-
taining to OA publishing is presented against the backdrop of the literature-based evidence on the subject and with the 
interview stage data providing contextualisation and qualitative depth.

In view of the lack of a universal definition of the term early career researcher (ECR) and the variations in its use3, as well 
as in keeping with the open approach we had taken to the whole research project (see the Methods section), we sought 
to ensure that both of the defining characteristics of this cohort, their typically younger age and vulnerable status as 
newcomers to academe, were covered. Diverging therefore from the prevalent tendency to define ECRs solely by their 
comparative ‘newness’, usually 10 years since completing a PhD, we, in consultation with the international research 
team and funders, decided on a definition that reflects a broad interest in the new wave of youngish and untenured 
researchers joining the academic workforce: 

Researchers who are generally not older than 35, who either have received their doctorate and are currently in a 
research position or have been in research positions but are currently doing a doctorate. In neither case are they 
researchers in established or tenured positions. 

Going one step further, in the survey phase of the study, in which we obviously had no direct contact with the respon-
dents, so we could not, as we had done in the interviews phase, clarify what we meant by the term ECR, we allowed 
researchers to judge for themselves whether they considered themselves to be early career researchers. This way the 
definition used could accommodate all ECRs, despite the inevitable variations in their country –and/or discipline-specific 
circumstances. Thus, the opening statement of the questionnaire read as follows: 

“We are most interested in hearing from researchers who are generally not older than 35, who either have recei-
ved their doctorate and are currently in a research position or have been in research positions but are currently 
doing a doctorate. In neither case should researchers be in established or tenured position. But if all of that is just 
too complex if you believe you are an early career researcher that is all that counts!”

By the same token, our definition of the term ‘open access’, as it is used in this study, again reflects the open and broad 
approach we took in our exploration of the topic. Thus, as a deliberate methodological decision, for the purposes of 
this study the concept of OA publishing, as already noted, is viewed in its most general and widest sense –enabling free 
and unrestricted access to the outputs of academic research and posing relaxed constraints on its reuse (Severin et al., 
2018). Therefore, it is used as standing for all of its different subtypes/variants: 
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- Gold: publishing in a journal in which all articles are openly accessible; 
- Hybrid: publishing in a subscription journal in which articles are free under an open license; 
- Green: publishing in a subscription journal whilst in parallel making an article accessible in an institutional or subject 

repository; 
- Platinum: publishing in a non-APC (article processing charge) based, gold OA journal; 
- Bronze: publishing in a journal which makes its articles available to read on the publisher page without an open license 

(Björk, 2017; Brock, 2018). 

As dictated by this approach, we left it to the interview and survey participants to define the term open access as they 
saw fit, rather than shoehorning their thinking and understanding into categories, which, perhaps, are better unders-
tood by librarians and publishers. 

4. Background and context: researchers’ uptake of open acces publishing
4.1. The factors shaping researchers’ uptake of open access publishing
As Severin et al.’s (2018) summary of the evidence from a host of studies shows, the system of scholarly publishing has 
experienced a shift from wholly ‘closed’ access to increasing uptake of OA, with its levels, encompassing the various sub-
types of OA, growing steadily across all disciplines. Thus, if in 2008 20.4% of all scholarly outputs were reported as OA, 
by 2010 their percentage grew to 23% and to more than half of all scholarly outputs in the years later than 2010: 53.7% 
for publication years 2011 until 2013, 54.6% on average in years 2009 and 2014, 66% for publication years between 2009 
and 2017 and 55% in 2014, although lower figures of around a third of the scholarly literature have been found, too. Still, 
now that researchers hold, as we have seen, so much more positive opinions of OA than before, it begs the question why 
they do not flock as one to take up the open access publishing opportunities available to them. After all, when half of the 
researchers opt for making their work available via any of the aforementioned OA routes, this still leaves half of them 
refraining from doing so. The question becomes all the more intriguing if we take into consideration that even those 
who do publish OA, still continue to publish much of their work in subscription-based journals, with the relative uptake 
on Gold OA remaining well below Green OA (Severin et al., 2018). Thus, for example, Rowley et al. (2017) found that 
the participants in their study published an average of 3.1 articles in the 12 months prior to the survey they conducted 
in 2014, but only about one-third of these were published in gold open access journals.

The root cause of this state of affairs is arguably the individual-level perceptions of the advantages and disadvantages 
of OA for the scholarly author. As it has long been shown, the extent of researchers’ appropriation of novel practices is 
contingent on their assessments of the added-value functionality and suitability of new initiatives both to their existing 
work-routines and to the social structure within which they pursue their scholarly goals (Walsh; Bayma, 1996). It is 
researchers’ underlying motivations and needs, as determined by their idiosyncratic circumstances, that drive their wi-
llingness to adopt (or not) an innovation, and not how appealing it looks on paper (Kling; McKim, 2000). Certainly, in the 
scholarly world, with its diversity of disciplinary ‘tribes and territories’ (Becher; Trowler, 2001) and its country-specific 
variance, greatly contingent as it is to the core-periphery divide in scientific productivity (Guédon, 1975), one size rarely 
if ever fits all, and researchers’ readiness to opt for open access publishing seems to be no exception. 

Indeed, as Severin et al. (2018) find in their meta-synthesis of bibliometric studies, open access publishing practices are 
very much discipline specific, with the shift of scholarly publishing towards OA occurring unevenly across disciplines in 
two respects. First, scholars in different disciplines differ substantially in how much they embrace the idea of OA, so that 
there are varying proportions of openly accessible research outputs across disciplines and sub-disciplines. Second, the 
various disciplines differ considerably regarding the subtypes of OA publishing channels scholars are likely to opt for. 
Thus, in disciplines, as exemplified by the medical sciences, strong OA mandates, funder-operated repositories, the avai-
lability of funding for APCs, the preponderance high quality OA journals and the perception of authors that OA journals 
allow for a wider circulation of publications, have converged to bring about the embracing of OA publishing, with Gold 
OA playing a central role, followed by Hybrid, Bronze, and, with some distance, Green OA. In comparison, humanities 
feature much lower OA uptake levels, for a variety of reasons, among which a dearth of APC funding, the centrality for 
their research undertakings of monographs, which are less likely to become OA, and authors’, publishers’ and scholarly 
societies’ enduring opposition to OA, figure highest. Indeed, most OA within the humanities is published as Hybrid OA, 
followed by Green OA, Bronze OA and Gold OA. Plainly, 
academic disciplines, featuring as they do the distinctive 
research cultures long identified as characterising them 
(Budd, 1989; Meadows, 1974), go about adopting OA 
publishing practices to different levels and via varying 
routes in accordance with their specific needs and re-
quirements (Dalton; Tenopir; Björk, 2020; Johnson; Wa-
tkinson; Mabe, 2018; Nariani; Fernández, 2012; Rowley 
et al., 2017; Ruiz-Pérez; Delgado-López-Cózar, 2017; Te-
nopir et al., 2017). 

The evidence from the literature shows 
that the system of scholarly publishing 
has experienced a shift from wholly ‘clo-
sed’ access to increasing uptake of OA, 
with its levels, encompassing the various 
subtypes of OA, growing steadily across 
all disciplines
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By the same token, national-culture driven attitudes, social perceptions, preferences and behavioral responses have 
been shown to bring about diversity in the scholarly communication practices of scholars from different countries, most 
notably between developed countries at the centre of world science and developing countries, on the periphery of the 
global scientific enterprise (Abrizah; Xu; Nicholas, 2017; Didegah; Thelwall; Gazni, 2012; Haddow; Hammarfelt, 2019; 
Jamali et al., 2014; Jamali et al., 2020b; Xu et al., 2015). In the specific case of open access publishing, as Guédon (1975) 
predicted nearly half a century ago, the opportunities afforded by OA for scientists-as-authors often deepen the schism 
between rich and poor countries. For researchers hailing from developed countries (as well as for the small elites of 
scientists from developing nations that manage to publish in ‘core’ journals), publishing in open access journals may 
indeed provide increased visibility, use and, ultimately impact (see below). However, for many scientists in developing 
nations, getting an article accepted in an OA journal located in a “central” country is often just as difficult as being ac-
cepted in a toll-gated journal, and perhaps even more difficult if they have to locate funds to pay the publishing charge. 
True, journals often waive or lower APCs for scientists from the developing world, but the potentially difficult or even 
humiliating step of asking for special financial treatment remains. Of course, as Guédon (1975) went on to point out, as 
establishing an OA journal on the ‘periphery’ is easy enough, local publishing possibilities might have helped to balance 
out the situation. What he could not have seen coming was the rise of predatory publishing that followed from unscru-
pulous publishers’ exploitation of these possibilities, and the real challenge to the integrity of science, its credibility and 
trustworthiness that it poses (Ojala; Reynolds; Johnson, 2020). 

4.2. Individual-level advantages of researchers’ publishing open access
Having said all this, there undoubtedly are pragmatic, individual-level advantages creditable to OA publishing, even if 
not all of them appeal in equal measure to all researchers. In point of fact, as Frass, Cross and Gardner (2014) found, an 
overwhelming majority of the authors participating in their study believed that the OA model has fundamental benefits. 
Such an advantage, perhaps the one most frequently associated with OA publishing, is its ostensible favourable effect on 
scholarly impact, brought about by the wider reach, visibility and accessibility of OA articles, which, in turn, yield greater 
rates of downloads, reads, citations and social media mentions (Adie, 2014; Atchison; Bull, 2015; Coonin, 2011; Coo-
nin; Younce, 2010; Creaser, 2010; Davis, 2011; Watson; Donovan; Osborne, 2015; Frisch et al., 2014; McKiernan et al., 
2016; NPG, 2015; Peekhaus; Proferes, 2016; Piwowar et al., 2018; Tennant et al., 2016; Wang et al., 2015). True, at least 
where the citation benefit is concerned, there is contradictory evidence, too, which does not support a causal effect of 
open access on citations (Björk; Solomon, 2012; Davis, 2011; Davis; Walters, 2011; Fowler, 2011; Gaule; Maystre, 2011; 
Koler-Povh; Južnič; Turk, 2014; McCabe; Snyder, 2014; McKiernan et al., 2016). Plainly, the jury is still out on whether 
or not the citation effect exists, but, as Ware and Mabe (2015) point out, it is one of the more widely claimed benefits 
of open access, and it appears to influence authors. ECRs, intent upon showcasing their achievements to enhance their 
reputation and thereby to advance their career as they are, seem to be even more conscious of the gains to be had from 
OA publishing in this respect: they appreciate greatly the increased impact in terms of downloads, reads and citations 
said to result from OA publishing (Nicholas et al., 2017; Nicholas et al., 2019), in fact, they think so to a greater degree 
than other age cohorts (Segado-Boj; Martín-Quevedo; Prieto-Gutiérrez, 2018). 

Another perceived benefit of OA publishing is the faster article processing that publishing in open access journals is said 
to afford, and a much appreciated one, too, as speedy publication has often been shown to figure rather high on resear-
chers’ list of priorities when they set out to decide on a publishing outlet for their work (Blankstein; Wolff-Eisenberg, 
2019; Mabe; Mulligan, 2011; NPG, 2015; Tenopir et al., 2016a; Wolff-Eisenberg; Rod; Schonfeld, 2016). Indeed, the 
shorter turnaround time believed to be typical of OA journals is seen as an incentive to publish open access (Creaser, 
2010; Coonin; Younce, 2010; Frass; Cross; Gardner, 2014; Nariani; Fernández, 2012; Peekhaus; Proferes, 2016). Getting 
their work published more quickly is especially important for ECRs, as securing permanent, tenured employment and 
climbing the academic ladder are nowadays ever-more contingent on fast and significant demonstrable achievement 
(Brechelmacher et al., 2015; Müller, 2014a; Müller, 2014b). An additional appeal for ECRs, as millennials, who tend to 
be very much conscious of societal considerations, is that faster publication, coupled with the early disclosure that it 
affords to a broader audience both within and without the established research centers worldwide, are seen as condu-
cive to an increased pace of scientific advances made (De-Silva; Vance, 2017; Suber, 2012). 

Yet another benefit associated with OA publishing is its capability to bring about more and better opportunities for 
collaboration among researchers. Collaborating is of course essential to the advancement of knowledge, especially 
now that the scientific enterprise has undergone a paradigm shift from a singular undertaking into a social endeavour 
(Benavent-Pérez; Gorraiz; Gumpenberger, 2012; Bukvova, 2010; Freeman; Ganguli; Murciano-Goroff, 2014; Hsieh, 
2013; Larivière et al., 2015; Leahey, 2016; Johnson; Watkinson; Mabe, 2018). However, as McKiernan et al. (2016) point 
out, identifying and connecting with appropriate collaborators is not trivial, which is where the significance of open 
practices truly comes to the fore, as publishing OA can make it easier for researchers to connect with one another by 
increasing the discoverability and visibility of their work (Nariani; Fernández, 2012). Moreover, open access can improve 
ongoing research collaboration, too, because researchers from different institutions and countries have access to the 
same research outputs (PhD on Track, 2017). With enhanced scholarly success having been shown to result from colla-
borative work, in terms of manuscript quality, scientific output, citation numbers, and rates of manuscript acceptance 
(Bozeman; Fay; Slade, 2013; Hsieh, 2013; Van Rijnsoever; Hessels, 2011; Wuchty; Jones; Uzzi, 2007), it should assume 
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particular importance for junior scientists. However, as the evidence from the interview stage of this study indicates, 
the beneficial effect of OA publishing on researchers’ collaborative efforts may not be too relevant for ECRs, given their 
reliance on the help and guidance of their mentors and other members of their research group on the way to becoming 
fully independent scholars (Brechelmacher et al., 2015; Friesenhahn; Beaudry, 2014), which, inter alia, means that they 
are not the ones who are tasked with recruiting collaborators to their projects. 

Despite these advantages of OA publishing, some of which are particularly significant for novice faculty members, ECRs 
have been found to be less likely to publish in OA journals (Harley et al., 2010; Wiley, 2013). Interestingly, the younger 
age brackets in Rodriguez’s (2014) investigation did have a higher percentage of respondents with an OA publishing 
history. However –and the distinction is crucial– her younger respondents with an OA publishing experience tended to 
also be tenured, so that they could afford to live up to young researchers’ millennial-values-associated image of greater 
openness. The qualitative data collected in the interview stage of this project (Nicholas et al., 2017; Nicholas et al., 
2019) lends further support to Rodríguez’s (2014) finding. Despite ECRs’ staunch belief in the potential value of OA for 
them, most notably in that it offers more/alternative routes to publication, which, in turn, can be helpful for establishing 
their reputations more quickly (Nicholas et al., 2015), they do not practice what they believe. This is perhaps less sur-
prising than it may seem at first glance: preoccupied as they are with chasing the high Impact Factors (IFs) that typically 
are not associated with OA journals, they might see no immediate reputational benefits in making their publications OA.

4.3. Individual-level disadvantages of researchers’ publishing open access
Moreover, as is only to be expected, ECRs must also be deterred by the disadvantages associated with OA publishing. 
Arguably the complaint most often levelled against OA publishing is the high cost and the limited availability of funds 
to pay for article processing charges (APCs), not in the least, as Dalton, Tenopir and Björk (2020) point out, because OA 
publishing funded by APCs may not be then the democratic medium it is intended to be. On a more pragmatic level, as 
Dalton, Tenopir and Björk (2020) go on to say, whether supporters of OA publishing or not, researchers agree that the 
shift to an all-open access publishing world would be costly for authors who cannot afford to pay APCs. In fact, the need 
to pay for publishing has even been identified as an off-putting factor for choosing an OA journal for submission (Ware; 
Mabe, 2015). No wonder then that APCs and finding the funding for them have been rated among the top concerns 
preventing authors from publishing OA (Coonin; Younce, 2010; Johnson; Watkinson; Mabe, 2018; Mischo; Schlembach, 
2011; NPG, 2015; Wiley, 2013). APCs are even more of a concern to junior researchers with no grant support, who are 
also less likely than their tenured colleagues to be aware of the existence of funding sources (Creaser, 2010). 

Another inadequacy associated with OA publishing is the allegedly poorer quality of open access journals. For resear-
chers, particularly mindful of the importance of publishing their work in a ‘good’ journal (Blankstein; Wolff-Eisenberg, 
2019; Davis, 2011; Jamali et al., 2020a; Johnson; Watkinson; Mabe, 2018; Nicholas et al., 2017; NPG, 2015; Tenopir 
et al., 2016a; Watkinson et al., 2016; Wolff-Eisenberg; Rod; Schonfeld, 2016), this has repeatedly been proven to be a 
major deterrent to publishing OA (Coonin, 2011; Dallmeier-Tiessen et al., 2011; Frass; Cross; Gardner, 2014; Harley et 
al., 2010; Mischo; Schlembach, 2011; Morris; Thorn, 2009; Severin et al., 2018; Tenopir et al., 2017). Indeed, according 
to Xia’s (2010) findings, OA journals were perceived as wanting in all of the traditional indicators of high quality, trus-
tworthy and reputable scholarly publications: the number of citations received, the IF of a journal and the existence of 
peer reviewing processes prior to publication. 

Indeed, it has even been said that publishing in an OA journal is a ‘reputational risk’ (Morris; Thorn, 2009), and in 
an OA mega-journal, with its unique approach to quality assessment that limits peer review to technical or scientific 
‘soundness’ only, a ‘career suicide’ (Spezi et al., 2017). Although opposite views are heard just as forcefully, heralding 
OA publishing as a rightful paradigm for the future of scholarly communication in every aspect (Guédon, 1975; Joseph, 
2013; Lewis, 2012; Schonfeld, 2015; Spezi et al., 2017; Suber, 2012), apprehensions regarding the quality of OA journals 
seem to reign on (Dalton; Tenopir; Björk, 2020; Tenopir et al., 2017). The recent rise of predatory publishers seems to 
fuel these negative perceptions of the content that appears in OA journals (Gould, 2015; Tenopir et al., 2017), although, 
as Tennant et al. (2019) suggest, there is no causative connection between predatory practices and OA; if at all, such a 
connection is between predatory publishing and the unethical use of one of the many OA business models. 

Perhaps not very surprisingly then, although neophyte researchers have been found to express greater faith in the 
trustworthiness of OA publications than their seasoned counterparts (Nicholas et al., 2015; Watkinson et al., 2016) 
and to demonstrate greater positivity toward and willingness to embrace OA (Dalton; Tenopir; Björk, 2020; Tenopir et 
al., 2017), the quality of OA publications and its further deterioration as part of the rise of predatory journals remain a 
concern among ECRs, too (Nicholas et al., 2017; Nicholas et al., 2019). Indeed, novice and non-tenured faculty occupy a 
particularly difficult position in regard to their publishing choices: on the one hand, they are being pressured by funding 
agencies and/or economic realities to disseminate their work via OA outlets; on the other hand, they have legitimate 
fears about the acceptability of these outputs when their work is considered by tenure and promotion committees (Hu-
rrell; Meijer-Kline, 2011). 

Finally, OA has also been linked to plagiarism, although interestingly, studies variously suggest that it increases plagia-
rism, whilst also saying that it helps to thwart it. Thus, as Ocholla and Ocholla (2016) find in their analysis of several 
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studies on the topic, OA makes it easier for plagiarism to occur because of the convenient access it enables to scholarly 
publications, but it also averts or prevents plagiarism, or at least makes the detection of plagiarism much easier, as the 
free availability of OA documents renders them well-suited for automatic plagiarism search technologies that check for 
text resemblances. Indeed, as Suber (2012, p. 24) explains: 

“If making literature digital and online makes plagiarism easier to commit, then OA makes plagiarism easier to 
detect. Not all plagiarists are smart, but the smart ones will not steal from OA sources indexed in every search 
engine. In this sense, OA deters plagiarism”. 

In any case, ECRs have been shown to be only very marginally concerned about the problem of plagiarism (Nicholas et 
al., 2017).

5. Methods 
The evidence reported here with regard to ECRs’ appreciation and utilisation of OA publishing is taken from an interna-
tional questionnaire survey4, which, as noted, formed the concluding phase of the longitudinal Harbingers study (2016-
2019) of the changing scholarly communications attitudes and behaviours of neophyte researchers. Indeed, all of the 
data presented in this paper (including all tables, figures and the illustrative quotations from the answers to the open-en-
ded questions) is taken from the survey. However, throughout the paper reference is made to what was discovered on 
the topic in the interview stage of the project, both in order to put the investigation in context and to explain the reasons 
for asking a particular question and why it is framed in the way it is. However, it is important to keep in mind that the 
evidence obtained in the interviews and the survey data are in fact two different readings from the target population, 
which vary in make-up, especially in regard to subject, nationality and how an ECR is defined, and, as such, they do not 
allow for the making of direct comparisons.

The questionnaire was pilot tested and distributed online via SurveyMonkey and made available in June, 2019. In ad-
dition to English, the survey was disseminated in Spanish, French, Chinese, Russian and Polish, in order to ensure that 
responses from the countries, which were the focus of the interviews stage of the study, will be obtained in the survey 
stage, too.

As there is no single sampling frame for ECRs, because no universal record/register of ECRs exists (indeed, as noted, the-
re is not even a common definition of the term), a largely broad-brush approach to dissemination was adopted to reach 
as many participants as possible. Thus, the questionnaire was distributed via scholarly publishers (Emerald, Cambridge 
University Press, Clarivate Analytics, PLoS, and Wiley), university/institutional/lab email lists in the case-study countries 
and by the UCL library. It was also shared on social media and academic social networks, e.g. Twitter, Facebook, Messen-
ger, ResearchGate, WeChat, as well as on two ECR-focussed networks –Eurodoc and Sense about Science. As the ques-
tionnaire was thus sent indiscriminately to researchers of all ages, it began with a screening statement to filter out those 
respondents that were not ECRs, although, as it is explained above, we did allow researchers to decide for themselves 
whether they were neophyte researchers or not. 

In all, 1,600 ECRs completed the questionnaire successfully with 678 (42%) respondents to the English language survey, 
253 (16%) to the Chinese, 236 (15%) to the French, 172 (11%) to the Polish, 148 (9%) to the Russian and 113 (7%) to the 
Spanish. There were slightly more responses from women. As befitting their ECR status, 39% of respondents were thirty 
years of age or under, 32% were in the 31-35 age cohort and the rest (29%) above 35 (as a quarter of the ECRs inter-
viewed for the project were older than 35, the age spread in the two stages was not too dissimilar). Doctoral students 
accounted for 28% of respondents, with the cohorts of assistant professors/lecturers and post-doctoral students/resear-
chers each accounting for 16% of respondents. The remaining 40% included academic and non-academic researchers, 
non-tenure track faculty members and others. Half of respondents (51%) had a Ph.D. The mean and median of years 
active as researcher was about 5 years, and on average they published 2.7 articles in 2018 (Mdn = 2). It seems, therefore, 
that some of the respondents who self-selected themselves as being an ECR, had as their criterion experience (young/
junior/probationary researcher), rather than whether they were untenured. A third of respondents came from social 
sciences (34%), and the rest belonged to physical sciences and engineering (21%), life sciences (16%), health sciences 
(10%), and arts and humanities (9%) – the last a discipline not covered at the interview stage of the project; 10% did not 
give their disciplinary affiliation. 

For ethical reasons, respondents were allowed to skip any question and leave the questionnaire at any point if they 
wished to. Therefore, about 10 percent of respondents skipped some of the demographic questions and have been ex-
cluded from all of the demographic analyses. Another limitation was that because of the varying means of distribution, 
it was not possible to calculate a response rate. Finally, because of the different understandings of the term ECR, the 
population is more variable (in terms of age and job) than one might have wished.
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6. Data analysis
The data presented here was obtained via five questions that set out to explore ECRs’ beliefs and practices of OA pu-
blishing, a mixture of open-ended and closed ones. Given the multi-faceted nature of the topic, most notably that it 
can be variously defined and judged both from the perspective of an author and a reader, it was thought advisable to 
complement the closed questions with open ones, so as to provide respondents with the opportunity to give full rein 
to their opinions and voice them as they saw fit. Moreover, fully aware of the danger that ECRs might have a relatively 
poor understanding of some aspects of open access publishing and hence furnish a partial and confused picture, the 
questions on OA came well into the survey, so that by the time ECRs were asked about the topic they had already been 
alerted to some of the related scholarly issues, such as authorship and publishing policies and practices. This way they 
should have had something in the way of a scholarly communications tutorial and should have been reasonably well 
placed to answer the question in the broader context of scholarly communications. 

After exploring both parametric and nonparametric methods and similarity of the results, we used parametric statistics 
where possible (Norman, 2010). The options in the closed, Likert questions were ‘To a great extent/ Somewhat/ A little/ 
Very little/ Not at all’. Mean values for these questions were calculated based on numeric values of the scale item with 
‘Not at all’ being 1 and ‘To a great extent’ being 5. Diverging stack bars were used to visualise the percentages in Likert 
questions, with green bars to show mean values. For Likert questions, independent sample t-test for gender differences 
and ANOVA for subject and age differences with Tukey test for pairwise comparison were used. ANOVA tables below pre-
sent only items with statistically significant differences (p > 0.05) along with F values and mean and standard deviation. 
In those tables (e.g. Table 6) the darker cells indicate the subject that was different in pair comparisons and the lighter 
grey cells indicate the subjects that were significantly different from the darker cells. Cells with no shading exhibit no 
statistically significant differences. Chi-squared test was used for cross-tabulation tables. 

The responses to the open-ended questions, obtained 
both by means of the questions that specifically que-
ried OA publishing attitudes and behaviour and by the 
‘other, please specify’ option of the closed (tick box) 
questions (Table 1), came to a total of 1,182 (848+334). 
After coding (see below), the questions furnished 1,543 
(1,160+383) individual mentions or suggestions. The 
coding process began by the construction of a coding 
frame, developed on the basis of the closed questions 
about the advantages and disadvantages of OA. In prac-
tical terms this meant that the answers to the open-en-
ded questions were read through first and compared with the statements listed in the closed questions. If a statement 
had the same meaning as the answers listed, it was coded ‘into’ the answer and counted for one mention. If a response 
had multiple meanings, it was allocated to different categories or sub-categories (split into different lines/rows in Excel). 
For responses which could not be covered by the closed questions, a new category was created. For the primary coding, 
all responses were covered and put into a category. For the secondary coding, similar categories were combined and 
individual categories receiving less than 5 responses were merged into ‘bigger’ categories. These open-ended questions 
were supplemented by open-ended data, obtained as part of the ‘other, please specify’ option provided for the clo-
sed-questions, with 41 responses added this way. All open-ended questions were coded manually, in two stages, by two 
different researchers, with the cross-check done showing an acceptable level of inter-coder reliability.

Table 1. Open ended data sources

    Reasons in favour 
/Advantages

Reasons against 
/Disadvantages

Open ended

number of responses 848 334

number of mentions 1,131 377

number of responses that contains 
more than single mention 266 35

Other (part of tick box questions)

number of responses 36 5

number of mentions 36 5

number of responses that contain more 
than single mention 0 0

Total mentions 1,167 383

The findings of the preceding longitudi-
nal, interview phase of the study were 
that whilst the underlying principle of 
OA –equal access to knowledge– is well 
known, and awareness of its potentials, 
as well as its drawbacks on the rise, the-
re was some confusion surrounding the 
practicalities of the concept
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7. Results and discussion
As noted earlier, although ECRs are arguably best placed to drive and lead the uptake of OA publishing, they have not 
been the focus of the many studies conducted over the years on open access publishing. Thus, the findings presented 
here, highlighting specifically, as they do, ECRs’ extent of OA publishing, their perceptions of the option and their actual 
practices, offer new and fresh insights into this extremely important cohort’s uptake of the fundamental transformation 
of scientific publishing that OA is said to represent. 

The findings of the qualitative phase of the study indicated that whilst the underlying principle of OA –equal access 
to knowledge– is well known and appreciated, and awareness of its potentials, as well as its drawbacks is on the rise, 
there, nevertheless, remains a measure of confusion surrounding the practicalities of the concept. Thus, when we set 
out to draw a more detailed picture of ECRs’ OA publishing attitudes and behaviours, we proceeded from the notion 
that our respondents are bound to be able to readily point out the theoretical advantages and disadvantages of OA 
publishing, but their reporting on why or why not they actually opted for an OA journal for disseminating their research 
may reflect considerations that go beyond theoretical ones. Thus, for example, we were aware of the possible existen-
ce of misconceptions with regard to open access, along 
the lines of mistaking OA journals for predatory ones or 
believing that OA publishing is a violation of copyright 
laws. We were also cognisant of the very down to ear-
th considerations involved in opting (or not) for publi-
shing OA, such as the preferences of ECRs’ more senior 
collaborators and the availability of APCs. Thus, having 
established ECRs’ extent of OA publishing, we first set 
out to obtain their undirected and unalloyed responses 
with regard to the possible reasons for publishing/not 
publishing OA, and only then we felt able to ask them 
closed response questions about the actual advantages 
and disadvantages for them, as neophyte researchers, 
of OA paper publishing.

7.1. The extent to which ECRs publish open access 
As we are about to see in the forthcoming sections, ECRs demonstrate a good understanding of what OA publishing 
constitutes, indeed, talk enthusiastically about its various advantages and disadvantages with clear indications that the 
ambitions of the movement fit very well indeed with their millennial beliefs and values. More surprisingly, perhaps, for 
the evidence pertaining to researchers in general has shown that OA practices tend to lag behind attitudes (Borrego; 
Anglada, 2016; Nicholas et al., 2017; Nicholas et al., 2019; Niles et al., 2020; NPG, 2015; Tenopir et al., 2016a), ECRs’ 
actual publishing practices seem to be very much in keeping with their heightened interest in OA publishing. Over two 
thirds of ECRs said they had published OA: a quarter (382, 25%) of ECRs said they had done so frequently, with an addi-
tional 45% (687) testifying to having done so occasionally and only 460 (30%) saying they had not published OA at all. 
In fact, the levels are even held back by the fact that OA journals are not common in some fields and/or typically highly 
ranked (Severin et al., 2018). 

However, a caveat might be in order here: with all that the theoretical aspects of OA are quite clearly understood, it is 
not invariably so where the pragmatic aspects of the concept are concerned. Thus, for example, in the interview stage 
of the study 56% of ECRs said they had published in an OA journal, but an inspection of their CVs showed that in fact 
only 8.7% of their publications were open access (Nicholas et al., 2017). True, the two year time difference between 
the qualitative and the quantitative phases of the study might have brought about enhanced understandings of OA on 
the part of ECRs and the greater number of participants in the survey is more promising in terms of generalisability, but 
nevertheless the adoption data presented here should be treated with some caution. 

There were no differences in the volume of ECRs’ OA publishing according to gender or age, but, in keeping with previous 
findings pertaining to the scholarly community at large, which testify to considerable discipline-specific variance in OA 
publishing practices (Dalton; Tenopir; Björk, 2020; Johnson et al. 2018; Nariani; Fernández, 2012; Rowley et al. 2017; 
Ruiz-Pérez et al., 2017; Severin et al., 2018; Tenopir et 
al., 2017), there were statistically significant disciplinary 
differences (Table 2). Health sciences ECRs were most li-
kely to publish OA (85.1% did), which is again very much 
in line with extant evidence as to scholars (Johnson et al. 
2018; Severin et al., 2018), although it was social scien-
tists who were the least likely to opt for OA (62.5% did), 
which is a trait more characteristic of humanities resear-
chers (Johnson et al., 2018; Severin et al., 2018). 

ECRs demonstrate a good understan-
ding of what OA publishing constitu-
tes, indeed, talk enthusiastically about 
its advantages and disadvantages with 
clear indications that the ambitions of 
the movement fit very well with their 
millennial beliefs and values. Not surpri-
singly then, over two thirds of ECRs had 
published OA with a quarter saying they 
had done so frequently

There are no differences in the volu-
me of ECRs’ OA publishing according to 
gender or age, but, considerable disci-
pline-specific variance in OA publishing 
practices with health sciences ECRs most 
likely to publish OA with the vast majori-
ty of them doing so
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Table 2. Publishing open access by discipline

 
 

Health sciences Life sciences Physical sciences & 
engineering Social sciences Arts & humanities

N % N % N % N % N %

Yes, frequently 58 37.4 87 33.3 67 20.2 113 20.8 33 23.9

Yes, occasionally 74 47.7 126 48.3 154 46.5 226 41.7 64 46.4

No 23 14.8 48 18.4 110 33.2 203 37.5 41 29.7

Total 155 100 261 100 331 100 542 100 138 100

X2 = 60.9, df = 8, p < .005

There were also regional/country differences (Table 3), a finding that lends further support to the well-known diversity 
in the scholarly communication practices of scholars from different countries (Abrizah; Xu; Nicholas, 2017; Didegah; 
Thelwall; Gazni, 2012; Haddow; Hammarfelt, 2019; Xu et al., 2015), which, as our research has shown, extend to the 
junior cohorts among them, too (Jamali et al., 2014; Jamali et al., 2020b). Thus, Russian ECRs were the most likely 
to publish OA (nearly 87%) and the Chinese the least 
(about 50%), although we should note that in the case 
of the latter, the tendency to do so is increasing, if from 
a very low level. This low OA publishing by Chinese ECRs 
cannot be accounted for solely by the various factors 
that have been identified with regard to the attitude 
of researchers to OA, such as the oft-mentioned lack of 
trust towards these publishing outlets perceives as low 
quality (Coonin, 2011; Dallmeier-Tiessen et al., 2011; 
Frass; Cross; Gardner, 2014; Harley et al., 2010; Mischo; 
Schlembach, 2011; Morris; Thorn, 2009; Severin et al., 2018; Tenopir et al., 2017; Xia, 2010). An additional compelling 
reason seems to be the fact that there is no government OA mandate in China. As to the Russian figure, it might be infla-
ted by the fact that in this country many institutional journals were created for ECRs, who needed to publish in journals 
of government lists for assessment purposes. As these journals are free to download and publish in, ECRs might have 
mixed OA publishing venues with free ones.

Table 3. Publishing open access by region/country

 
 

North America UK China Russia Western Europe

N % N % N % N % N % 

Yes, frequently 24 24.0 37 45.1 21 8.5 39 32.5 99 30.6

Yes, occasionally 44 44.0 29 35.4 105 42.3 65 54.2 144 44.4

No 32 32.0 16 19.5 122 49.2 16 13.3 81 25.0

 Total 100 100 82 100 248 100 120 100 324 100

X2 = 97.6, df = 8, p = .008

7.2. ECRs’ readiness to take up open access: reasons for publishing open access 
As already noted, we wanted to avoid suggesting what the reasons for publishing or alternatively refraining from pu-
blishing OA might be, seeking, instead, to hear what the survey participant ECRs had to say on the topic in their own 
words. Thus, depending on their answer to the question of whether they had or had not published OA, the respondents 
were directed to an open-ended question asking them for the main reason for opting for OA or not. The responses, gi-
ven without pre-framed promptings in the form of a list of choices, and coming, as they did, in the context of a series of 
questions focusing on scholarly undertaking and therefore leading up gradually to a discussion of OA, clearly indicate a 
good understanding of the topic, as this quote –one of many expressing this view– demonstrates: 

“I would like ALL my publications to be open access, but I don’t always have funds to do this. If the option is there 
and it is free, I will do it. If I can get funds to do so, I will do it. Firstly, because I like to write in a style that non 
academics could access and use, secondly, I think OA is ethical given that our research is funded by taxpayers of 
NZ (my time), thirdly, OA is more widely read and cited and finally, OA is accessible to under-resourced countries 
and universities and institutions, which is where many of my readership would be.”

This familiarity with and appreciation of OA publishing on the part of ECRs comes as no surprise, given the ample evi-
dence of the increasingly more favourable perceptions and attitude to open access in the scholarly community in general 
(Blankstein; Wolff-Eisenberg, 2019; CNRS, 2016; Dalton; Tenopir; Björk, 2020; NPG, 2015; Rowley et al., 2017; Ruiz-Pé-
rez; Delgado-López-Cózar, 2017; Wolff-Eisenberg; Rod; Schonfeld, 2016). 

There are regional/country differences, 
a finding that lends support to the well- 
known diversity in the scholarly commu-
nication practices of scholars from diffe-
rent countries, with Russian ECRs being 
the most likely to publish OA and the 
Chinese the least
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Given a blank canvass, as we provided in the form of 
open-ended questions, ECRs came up with 15 main rea-
sons for publishing OA, which is plainly indicative of the 
complexity of their attitude to the topic. The complexity 
arises partly because ECRs answered from a number of 
perspectives –from a societal, author and reader pers-
pective–, which, of course, do overlap. Indeed, some 
ECRs even cited more than one reason; obviously they could not make their mind up, which is telling in itself. Thus, 848 
ECRs provided us with 1,124 reasons as to why publish in OA journals, as Table 4 shows (just those with 1% or more 
mentions are shown). 

The three top reasons for publishing OA accounted for nearly half (48%) of all the mentions. The most important reason, 
with 19% of mentions –it is the democratic/ethical thing to do– shows how strong the moral or public good argument 
has become with this millennial generation. A much more pragmatic reason, given from the reader perspective –provi-
sion of easier access to content– came next, with 16.8% of mentions. There is also clearly a belief that OA benefits early 
career authors in terms of higher acceptance, more outlets, career advancement and impact. Interestingly, mandates 
came relatively low in the order (6.9%).

Obviously, the extent of support thus accorded to OA publishing bears out the aforementioned findings in previous 
studies, according to which junior researchers’ views of OA are very positive indeed, much more positive, in fact, than 
those of their senior counterparts (Dalton; Tenopir; Björk, 2020; Nicholas et al., 2015; Ruiz-Pérez; Delgado-López-Có-
zar, 2017; Tenopir et al., 2016b; Tenopir et al., 2017).

Table 4. Main reason(s) for publishing OA

Rank Reasons
No. of mentions

N %

1
Democratic/ethical thing to do
(e.g. Scientific content should open to all; create a level-playing field between developed and developing 
countries; deep-held beliefs that there should be free access to information). 

214 18.9

2 Easier access to content
(e.g. No pay walls or subscriptions; direct and immediate access; ubiquitous access) 190 16.8

3 Wider and bigger potential audience
(e.g. greater reach, influence; stakeholder, practitioners, policy makers and industry mentioned) 132 11.7

4
Contributing to the faster pace of scientific advances
(e.g. Enabling scholarly communication/sharing; promoting specialist research areas; Improving the quality of 
research (all from Russians) by making it more open criticism and improvement). Take away ECRs

121 10.7

5 Increased impact 
(e.g. More downloads, reads, citations and social media mentions) 102 9.0

6 Compliance with university or funder mandates 78 6.9

7
Target journals are OA
(e.g. the fact the journal is OA is of secondary consequence – relevance, quality, career advancement etc. are 
the factors and OA have these characteristics)

73 6.5

8 Increased visibility/discoverability
(e.g. ensure maximum exposure) 53 4.7

9 Faster publishing/shorter turnaround time 51 4.5

10 Affordability 
(e.g. Low costs, waivers and easy availability of APCs) 30 2.7

11 Higher acceptance 
(e.g. Because more inclusive, lower publishing standards and acceptance of money) 24 2.1

12 Transparency
(Transparency of review process and results) 12 1.1

13 Decision/influence of co-authors or supervisors 12 1.1

14 Greater connectivity/networking potential 
(e.g. Greater interaction, more sharing and connections) 11 1.0

16 Others and unclassifiable 28 2.5

Total 1,131 100

7.3. ECRs’ readiness to take up open access: reasons for refraining from publishing open access 
When it comes to reasons for not publishing OA, it is immediately obvious that ECRs come up with many fewer reasons 
for not publishing in OA journals, with fewer mentions (380) and categories (9) against publishing OA than for it (Table 
5). Still, there is a large consensus that cost is the main issue, even if they are not the ones paying, accounting for 38% of 
mentions. No availability or opportunity was the second most mentioned reason (21.3%), not so much a criticism or fault 

The three top reasons for publishing OA 
are it is the democratic/ethical thing to 
do, the provision of easier access to con-
tent and the bigger and wider audience 
it delivers
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as a statement of fact, and this was followed by worries 
about reputation and recognition (12.1%). If we bundle 
the latter with the fourth reason (poor quality), as they 
are related, we have then a figure of 22% expounding 
these views. Obviously, with all the many arguments 
cited in proof of the beneficial effects of OA publishing 
from an individual researcher’s point of view (Enago 
Academy, 2017; McKiernan et al., 2016), when it comes to career-related considerations, old fears (Creaser, 2010; Mann 
et al., 2009; Nicholas et al., 2014; Pinfield, 2015; Schroter et al., 2005; Swan; Brown, 2004; Xia, 2010) seem to surface, 
having perhaps become less dominating, but still there. 

Table 5. Main reason(s) for not publishing OA

Reasons
Mentions

N %

1 Costs of OA publishing
(e.g. Unaffordable, expensive, no funding) 145 38.2

2 No availability or opportunity 81 21.3

3 Less or not recognized/accepted by evaluation policies, peers, colleagues
(e.g. reputational concerns) 46 12.1

4 Perceived poor quality/prestige of OA journals
(e.g. worries about predatory journals) 38 10.0

5 Limited knowledge about OA 23 6.1

6 Target journals are not OA 20 5.3

7 OA journals are more easily plagiarized/copied  13 3.4

8 Early days 6 1.6

9 Not a sustainable model
(e.g. author payment) 5 1.3

10 Others 3 0.8

Total 380 100

8. Advantages and disadvantages of open access publishing
Having explored ECRs’ views regarding the advisability of OA publishing, we turned to the more practical implications of 
the option, asking now all respondents specifically about the advantages and disadvantages it may bring about. Thus, 
the survey participants were furnished, in 2 separate questions, with 8 advantages and 6 disadvantages, sourced from 
the interviews, which they were requested to rank on a scale of ‘not at all’ to ‘to a great extent’. Aiming to mitigate the 
resulting constraints of ECRs’ choices, an ‘other’ option was provided for further suggestions, which enabled us to obtain 
both qualitative and quantitative data from these questions.

8.1. Advantages of open access
Presented with a number of advantages of OA publishing (Figure 1), it was increased visibility (M=4.48) and bigger/wider 
audiences (M=4.45) that proved to be the strongest draws, which seems to indicate that when it comes to actual practi-
ces, ECRs’ individual, career-related concerns override even their strongly held beliefs in societal values, such as the per-
ceived capability of OA publishing to contribute to the faster pace of scientific advances made (M=4.03). Interestingly, 
as we have shown, scholarly authors do indeed look for wide circulation that promotes accessibility to their work and, 
as a result, has the potential to provide them greater visibility, but do not seem to believe that OA publishing can help 
with these requirements of theirs (Blankstein; Wolff -
-Eisenberg, 2019; Borrego; Anglada, 2016; Nicholas et 
al., 2017; Nicholas et al., 2019; Niles et al., 2020; NPG, 
2015; Sbaffi et al., 2020; Tenopir et al., 2016a). It seems 
then that our findings lend further support to ECRs’ 
greater faith in open access, which has been accorded to 
them in previous studies (Dalton; Tenopir; Björk, 2020; 
Nicholas et al., 2015; Ruiz-Pérez; Delgado-López-Cózar, 
2017; Tenopir et al., 2016b; Tenopir et al., 2017), and 
emerge from the just concluded analysis of the reasons 
for publishing OA, a state of affairs that looks promising 
for the future of open access developments. Compliance 

The main reasons for refraining from OA 
publishing are lower in number, but in-
clude most notably cost, non-availability 
of outlets, and concerns about reputa-
tion and recognition

Increased visibility and bigger/wider 
audiences prove very strong OA draws, 
which seems to indicate that when it 
comes to actual practices, ECRs’ indivi-
dual, career-related concerns override 
their strongly held beliefs in societal va-
lues, such as the perceived capability of 
OA publishing to contribute to the faster 
pace of scientific advances
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with funder mandates and/or institutional mandates (M=3.62), and the alleged speed of OA publishing (M=3.76) did 
not figure so highly among the advantages, which again is in line with the beliefs cited by ECRs regarding the drivers of 
OA publishing. 

A total of 35 ECRs took the opportunity of providing via the ‘other, please specify’ option additional advantages. The 
majority (15) pointed out the benefits of greater access to content beyond academia for the public and laypeople, that 
is, for those outside the paywall, which, again, was highlighted as a reason for opting for OA publishing. Twelve ECRs, 
additionally, mentioned the advantage that figured highest among the drivers of OA publishing, namely, that it is the 
ethical thing to do. 

There are some discipline-specific differences (Table 6) in ECRs’ assessment of the advantages of OA publishing, if rather 
less so than it might be expected, for, as it has long been established, the perceived scholarly value of OA varies from 
knowledge area to knowledge area (Dalton; Tenopir; Björk, 2020; Rowley et al. 2017; Ruiz-Pérez et al., 2017; Severin et 
al., 2018; Tenopir et al., 2017). Interestingly, ECRs’ assessment of the potential benefits of OA publishing do not seem to 
wholly reflect the discipline-specific beliefs that have been found to characterise researchers in general. 

As Dalton, Tenopir & Björk (2020) find, it is researchers’ appreciation of the extent to which OA can expand the reader-
ship and usage of their research which is at the root of the variance among the views of OA held in the different fields. 
Severin et al. (2018) also conclude from an analysis of a host of studies that in disciplines where the perception of 
authors is that OA journals allow for a wider circulation of publications than subscription journals, positive views of OA 
publishing are more prevalent, especially so when coupled with strong OA mandates combined with both funder-opera-
ted repositories, available funding for APCs and a richness in high quality OA journals. Thus, physical science, computer 
science, life sciences, and medicine researchers tend to regard OA publishing as more advantageous than their arts, 
humanities, and even social science counterparts, who are more likely to doubt the potential for OA to expand their own 
readership. However, the findings with regard to ECRs, as they emerge from Table 6, show a remarkable similarity among 
disciplines, although surprisingly, whilst physical sciences and engineering do indeed differ from the other subjects, it is 
contrary to expectations: for instance, increased visibility is less important for them than it is for health, life and social 
sciences. Nevertheless, there seems to be an apparent blurring of the demarcation lines between researchers hailing 
from different fields. Is it an indication ECRs’ aforementioned overall more favourable perception and attitude to open 
access compared to those manifested in the scholarly community in general?

Table 6. Advantages of open access publishing by discipline

Advantage 

Health 
sciences 
(N ≈ 148)

Life sciences 
(N ≈ 249)

Physical 
sciences & 

engineering 
(N ≈ 307)

Social 
sciences
(N ≈ 502)

Arts & huma-
nities 

(N ≈ 126) F

M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

Increased visibility/discoverability 4.6 0.6 4.5 0.8 4.3 0.9 4.5 0.8 4.5 0.7 6.3

Wider and bigger potential audience 4.6 0.7 4.5 0.8 4.3 1.0 4.5 0.8 4.4 0.8 6.0

Greater connectivity/networking potential 4.1 1.0 4.0 1.0 3.9 1.0 4.1 1.0 4.1 0.9 2.9

Enhanced collaboration-affording opportunities 4.0 1.0 3.9 1.1 3.7 1.1 3.9 1.1 4.0 1.1 2.7

Increased impact in terms of more downloads, 
reads, citations, social media mentions 4.4 0.8 4.3 0.9 4.0 1.0 4.3 0.9 4.2 0.9 8.3

Faster publishing/shorter turnaround time of OA 
journals 3.8 1.1 3.6 1.3 3.7 1.2 3.8 1.1 3.7 1.1 1.5

Contributing to the faster pace of scientific 
advances made 3.9 1.1 4.2 1.0 3.9 1.1 4.0 1.0 4.0 1.1 4.0

Figure 1. To what extent do you see each of the following as advantage of publishing papers as open access? (N ≈ 1,387)
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8.2. Disadvantages of open access
Perhaps not very surprisingly, given that ECRs’ responses to the open-ended questions left little doubt as to the favoura-
ble light in which open access publishing was seen, the disadvantages of the practice were not seen to be as significant 
as the advantages (Figure 2). Nevertheless, a few disadvantages did emerge from the data, most notably the further 
confirmation that the cost of publishing was indeed ECRs’ the overwhelming concern (M=3.97). This might partly be 
explained by the fact that, as junior and untenured researchers, they are at the end of the queue when APCs are han-
ded out. However, what is interesting is that while ECRs, in general, make a big point about cost, certainly in the case of 
scientists, they are usually not the one paying, because it is something that the Principal Investigator (PI) arranges. So, it 
is clearly something ECRs do not like in principle. 

Beyond that, the findings indicated that for ECRs OA journals are indeed tarred with the predatory brush, as the data 
provided by the responses to the open ended questions also suggested: quite a few of the respondents (M=3.69) see-
med to believe that there are too many predatory journals among open access ones. Indeed, the 6 ECRs who used the 
‘other’ option to note further disadvantages, also testified to an uneasiness stemming from the possibility that OA jour-
nals may turn out to be predatory, as exemplified by the complaint voiced by one of them, that it is hard for newcomers 
to work out which journals were predatory, given the amount of emails they get from OA journals. 

There were statistically significant disciplinary differences for all of the disadvantages, except for ‘too many predatory 
journals’ (Table 7). What stands out though, is that cost is seen as the biggest disadvantage by health scientist ECRs, but 
as the least important one for the arts and humanities ones, possibly because most journals in humanities charge no 
APCs.

Table 7. Disadvantages of open access publishing by discipline

Disadvantage 

Health scien-
ces (N ≈ 145)

Life sciences 
(N ≈ 242)

Physical 
sciences & 

engineering 
(N ≈ 298)

Social scien-
ces (N ≈ 491)

Arts & huma-
nities 

(N ≈ 125)
F

M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

Perceived poor quality of OA journals 3.1 1.3 2.9 1.3 3.3 1.2 3.2 1.3 3.1 1.3 4.5

Perceived lower prestige/status of OA journals 3.1 1.3 2.9 1.3 3.3 1.2 3.2 1.3 3.2 1.3 3.5

Costs of OA publishing 4.3 1.1 4.2 1.1 4.1 1.1 3.8 1.3 3.3 1.4 16.9

Risks from a career advancing and reputational 
point of view 2.7 1.3 2.5 1.3 3.0 1.3 2.9 1.3 2.9 1.2 6.8

Possibility that OA journals are more easily 
plagiarized 2.8 1.4 2.4 1.3 2.8 1.3 2.9 1.4 3.1 1.4 9.8

9. Conclusions
Perhaps the most important finding emerging from this study is that in the case of ECRs publishing practices seem to re-
flect closely the heightened interest and great faith in open access, which has been accorded to them in previous studies 
on OA publishing. Indeed, if the extant evidence pertaining to researchers in general has shown that OA practices tend 
to lag behind attitudes, ECRs seem to have made great strides in closing the gap, which is undoubtedly a very promising 
development for the future of OA publishing.

The key findings certainly give ample indications that lend support to this hopeful view. Most importantly, the majority 
of ECRs have actually published in OA journals and saw more advantages to the practice than disadvantages. Indeed, the 
problems cited had to do more with cost (plainly considered the main downside) and availability than other, less easily 

Figure 2. Disadvantages of open access publishing (N ≈ 1,346)
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solved ones, such as the reputation-building capabilities 
of OA publishing (or lack thereof). In fact, ECRs may still 
consider societal benefits as the most important reason 
for publishing OA, but they do believe that it is especially 
benefiting them in career progression, too. Unfortuna-
tely, this positivity seems to have been partly offset by 
increased concerns about predatory journals, which are 
muddying the waters. However, their staunch beliefs in the overall advantageous effects of OA publishing may very well 
indicate that where this cohort is concerned, perhaps there is not much need for mandates, now widely in existence, 
which, indeed, appear to have had only a limited impact on ECRs. 

Thus, we probably can no longer say that ECRs’ OA publishing practices wholly flounder on the rocks of a scholarly re-
putational model that is based on publishing in high Impact Factor (IF) journals. A corner might have been turned. Still, 
it is important to keep in mind that this might be due to the fact that there are more hybrid journals and/or OA journals 
with higher impact factors available. 

In conclusion, we should be reminded of the fact that ECRs’ practices regarding OA are not wholly theirs, as they are 
influenced by the behaviour and decisions of their co-authors and principal investigators, indeed, they are often trapped 
in the hamster wheel of bad practices and habits endorsed by supervisors and colleagues. Nevertheless, the answer 
to whether the gap that has consistently been found between theory and practice in regard to OA publishing is being 
bridged, and whether the new wave of researchers is instrumental in this, the answer looks like being yes. However, 
continued research and monitoring is required on the topic to see how things continue to unfold.
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11. Notes
1. This article follows Severin et al.’s (2018) definition of OA, according to which 

“OA takes different forms but generally offers free and unrestricted access to the outputs of academic research with 
relaxed constraints on reuse, as opposed to publications being ‘locked away’ behind subscription paywalls.”

2. http://ciber-research.eu/harbingers.html

3. CIBER (2016). Harbingers Working Report 1. Appendix 1: Early Career Researchers Definitions. 
http://ciber-research.eu/harbingers.html

4. See full questionnaire here: 
http://ciber-research.eu/download/ECR-questionnaire-for-website-20191129.pdf
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