
22 analysis

a n a l y s i s

One good thing about reporting on the research policy 
beat is having access to brains like Cass Sunstein’s. Last 
October, following a public lecture at the Royal Society 
of Arts, I had 20 minutes to interview him in a back 
room before a cab was due to take him to Whitehall—he 
wouldn’t say what for. 

Sunstein, a legal scholar at Harvard, is best known 
as the co-creator of nudge theory, which aims to use 
behavioural science to help people make better choices. 
I asked him to apply his work to academic publishing. 

He was surprised by the question but played along. 
Sunstein said he wasn’t sure about whether funder man-
dates ordering researchers to publish in open-access 
journals would work. Not surprisingly, he wanted to 
apply a nudge instead, finding ways to make it easier for 
authors to publish open access or to channel indifferent 
authors down that route by default. 

Sunstein stressed the power of social norms: some 
authors, especially in the biomedical sciences, publish 
open access by default. The norm is bedding in as more 
money becomes available to pay article processing charges. 

But the effect of funder mandates and financial sup-
port has been to make authors’ choices more complex, 
not to help them make better choices.

For example, from the author’s perspective, hybrid 
journals offer the option of publishing open access while 
still appearing in a well-established and prestigious jour-
nal. But librarians loathe hybrid journals, because they 
are more expensive than ‘pure’ open-access publications 
and they charge both publishing fees and subscriptions.

This is where universities can help. Universities’ 
professed support for open access needs to go 
beyond complying with funder mandates, paying 
article processing charges and building repositories. 
Universities have the brains, the money and the might 
to reform the choices authors face when they come to 

publish and purchase papers. 
To put it in nudge theory terms, 

universities should change the choice 
architecture in scholarly publishing. 
If publishing open access is the right 
thing to do, universities should make 
that choice easier for authors by, for 
example, making it cost the same or less 
in money and time, or by giving rewards 
that are equal to but distinct from those 
offered by prestigious subscription jour-

nals. Nudging more authors into open access should be 
the next wave of the movement and universities should 
be at its crest.

Universities will need to shape the factors that sway 
authors’ choices, such as the quality of the editing and 
review processes, and the prestige of the journal. They 
have the power to do so: so far 16 UK university libraries 
have signed up to join the Open Library of Humanities, 
which is due to launch this month. 

These institutions pay collectively—so authors don’t 
have to—to fund an online platform that carries indi-
vidual papers and entire journals, including existing 
journals that are already migrating over. In return for an 
institution’s stake, its librarians get a seat on the board 
to decide how the platform is run.

Rich or particularly brave universities could disrupt 
the market single-handed. They could follow University 
College London, which launched the UK’s first open-
access university press earlier this year. UCL authors can 
now publish open-access books, monographs and jour-
nals for free. Authors from other institutions can choose 
UCL Press and pay less than for a commercial publisher. 
The company is an example of an institution making its 
own intervention in the publishing market, and using its 
own money to offer an alternative business model. 

No doubt there are many other ways that universities 
could use their money and power to change the choic-
es their authors face when they come to publish. Most 
urgent is to nudge researchers from seeing publishing 
as a reward system to seeing it as a distribution system. 

Researchers and activists will get restless if universi-
ties and other powerful actors don’t continue pushing 
towards open access. There are rumours of a potential 
‘biblioleaks’ hack, involving stealing the research papers 
from a commercial database and releasing them online. 

Such a drastic move might not even be necessary. 
The growing use of methods to access papers without 
paying, via Twitter and Reddit, could do to subscription 
publishing what file sharing did to the music business.

Those are routes to open access, but not long-term or 
sustainable ones. Researchers need a healthy publishing 
system; universities should be nudging them towards 
helping to build it.
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