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Summary 
The value of research is limited by the fact that a large proportion of the research 
articles are not accessible to all, but published behind paywalls. Therefore, a group 
of national research councils, the European Commission and the European 
Research Council (ERC) announced on September 4, 2018, Plan S for open access. 
The objective of the plan is to ensure full and immediate open access to all research 
publications funded by public funds. 

However, Plan S has met considerable resistance. This is first and foremost because 
the plan is not a general plan for open access, but apparently only allows for one 
open-access model, namely Gold Open Access journals. This means that 70–90% 
of today’s openly published articles fall outside the requirements of Plan S. 

The model chosen in Plan S implies significant restrictions on publishing. The 
researchers affected will be excluded from publishing their works in 86% of all 
academic journals and 97% of internationally leading journals, as these journals do 
not provide open access in the manner that Plan S prescribes. The plan seeks to 
make it free for anyone to read articles, while it will increasingly be necessary to 
pay to publish articles. 

The plan’s specific provisions can have major ripple effects on how research is 
quality assured, shared and used, as well as for the development of Norwegian 
research environments. There is therefore great uncertainty about how Plan S will 
directly and indirectly affect the value of research for society at large. Important 
details of its implementation are still unclear, and no overall assessment of the 
plan’s intended and unintended impact has been made. Despite the fact that Plan S 
is a reform of major consequence to the Norwegian research system, there are no 
plans for a consultation with stakeholders. 

This report cannot take the place of a full assessment and consultation on Plan S 
and alternative measures to increase the value of research for society. However, 
this report does aim to strengthen the knowledge base for an eventual assessment 
of whether, and possibly how, the plan should be implemented. While this report 
was written based on the Norwegian context, many of the questions raised and 
issues addressed are of wider interest and importance. All the authors are social 
scientists, but they represent different disciplines and work in both the university 
sector and the research institute sector. 

This report is structured around 20 questions. These deal with different aspects of 
the current situation and look at how Plan S will affect publishing patterns, the 
value of research and the development of research environments. The split 
opinions about Plan S reflect diverging views both on which outcomes are likely, 
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and on which outcomes are desirable. This report presents four different scenarios 
that demonstrate what the main differences are about. 

The first crucial point is whether Plan S will lead to a large-scale emergence of 
Gold Open Access (Gold OA) journals and at the same time have the professional 
and economic prerequisites to ensure the quality of the articles. The institutions 
behind the plan assume that it will happen. Critics believe that it is unlikely, partly 
because the institutions behind Plan S only finance about 3.3% of the research 
articles that are published. 

If the number of quality Gold OA journals increases sharply, as Plan S presupposes, 
a decisive factor will be whether article processing charges (APC) will create 
inequalities in publishing opportunities. Plan S assumes that this can be avoided by 
introducing an upper limit for article processing charges, and by creating funding 
schemes. Critics point out that the actual expenses per article in high-quality 
journals are so great that any APC will nonetheless be extremely high, and that 
researchers in low-income countries or with unstable institutional affiliations will 
hardly have equal opportunities to cover the article publication charges. 

If the range of journals remains relatively constant also after Plan S is introduced, it 
would mean that affected researchers still would be excluded from publishing in 
most academic journals and almost all top international journals. Crucial, then, 
would be whether the quality, integrity and use of the research can be maintained 
without these journals. Proponents of Plan S claim that the journals have little 
significance for the value of research. Critics, on the other hand, believe that peer-
reviewed academic journals play a crucial role in both ensuring and raising the 
quality of research, as well as in promoting collective advancement of knowledge 
in specialized fields. Within this view, the journals contribute greatly to the most 
effective use of government research funds. 

Our report draws upon a wide range of sources in an effort to assess which outcomes 
of Plan S are possible and desirable. Our conclusions include the following: 

• Plan S entails that for many academic environments there will be very limited 
opportunities for publication in quality academic journals 

• Plan S can inhibit research by curbing journals that serve as spearheads for 
specialized fields and arenas for collective advancement of knowledge  

• Plan S could make it more difficult to identify high-quality research 
• Plan S can make it more difficult to evaluate academic quality in an efficient, 

transparent, reliable and non-discriminatory way 
• Plan S may weaken Norwegian researchers’ international networks and their 

opportunities for international cooperation. 

We want a fact-based coordinated effort to ensure and strengthen the value of 
research for society. This report therefore concludes with a set of 
recommendations. Norwegian authorities are encouraged to conduct a consultation 
with stakeholders on the consequences of Plan S in accordance with the minimum 
requirements of the Consultation Act (Utredningsinstruksen) as soon as the 
promised implementation plan is available. A political and professional decision 
should then be made regarding the Research Council of Norway’s (RCN) 
commitment to Plan S. 

Simultaneously, while the Norwegian authorities will consider the RCN’s position, 
Plan S will be further developed and applied at the international level. This process 
will be very important for the entire research system, and we contribute with five 
specific recommendations. These recommendations are aimed at ensuring open 
access to research findings while maintaining the integrity and societal value of the 
research. 
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Introduction 
Open access to research is of great value to society and research environments 
alike. Researchers, funders and publishers have been working, particularly over the 
last ten years, to make a larger proportion of academic articles available to all. This 
has also been a key national priority in Norway, clearly reflected in the 
government’s objective that all publicly funded articles will be published open 
access from 2024.1 How this effort is pursued is of great significance, not only for 
open access in itself, but also for many other aspects of research. 

In September 2018, a coalition of European research funders launched a radical 
initiative to achieve an accelerated transition to open access. The goal is to ensure 
full and immediate open access to all research publications by January 1, 2020 (see 
Text Box 1). The institutions behind the plan include the European Research 
Council (ERC), the Research Council of Norway (RCN) and national research 
councils in France, the Netherlands and the UK, as well as a number of smaller 
research funders.2 The initiative has been labelled ‘Plan S’, where ‘S’, according to 
the European Commission‘s special envoy Robert-Jan Smits, stands for ‘science, 
speed, solution, shock’.3 The ‘speed’ element refers to the ambitious schedule. The 
‘shock’ is expressed at the far-reaching consequences for researchers and journals. 
Researchers affected by the plan could be excluded from publishing in 86% of 
academic journals and 97% of today’s top journals (see Table 1). 

Plan S has met considerable resistance in central research environments, both in 
Norway and in Europe.4 Nobel Prize winner Edvard Moser has characterized it as 
‘the worst research policy initiative I have seen’.5 The resistance is mainly due to 
the plan’s highly specific approach to open access, which could have major indirect 
or unintended consequences for the quality of research, its dissemination and the 
development of research environments. When seen as a whole, therefore, it is 
uncertain how Plan S will affect the value of research for society. 

In Norway, it is the Research Council of Norway (RCN) and the Ministry of 
Education and Research who are responsible for commitment to Plan S. Since the 
abrupt and unexpected launch of the plan, a request for a consultation has been 
raised and rejected.6 Several critics have also pointed out that there is currently no 

                       
1 Regjeringen (2017) 
2 Forskningsrådet (2018) 
3 Nature (2018) 
4  See Kamerlin et al. (2018); Stølen (2018); Graver (2018a); Gundersen (2018a & 2018b); Lommerud (2018); Aaslestad (2018); 
Hagen & Foss (2018); Hernes (2018), Pouillard & Love (2018). 
5 Interview with Edvard Moser, Universitetsavisa (2018) 
6 Graver (2018a), Aaslestad (2018); Røttingen (2018b) 
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assessment of the consequences of Plan S.7 As a fundamental rule, all government 
policies that have effects beyond their own business are subject to the Consultation 
Act (Utredningsinstruksen).8 The Act also applies to work with European 
regulations and the formulation of Norwegian positions. As the RCN wishes to use 
the contractual terms of project funding to promote research policy goals in 
accordance with Plan S, with major impacts for the research system, there is no 
legal basis for omitting an investigation and  a consultation.9 The Norwegian 
Government Agency for Financial Management also states that even if a state 
policy falls outside the scope of the Act, ‘the rules of the Consultation Act are a 
good benchmark for the assessment and application of state policy’. 10 

This report cannot take the place of a thorough impact assessment and consultation 
of stakeholders on Plan S and alternative measures to increase the value of research 
for society. Its purpose, however, is to help build the knowledge base for an 
assessment of whether, and possibly how, the plan should be implemented. 

Many stakeholders in the debate that started at the launch of Plan S have pointed 
out that the details of its implementation are crucial.11 In the material already 
available, there are also contradictions between various principles and statements 
that will have to be clarified. 

Text box 1. The Principles of Plan S 

Main principle 

After 1 January 2020 scientific publications on the 
results from research funded by public grants 
provided by national and European research 
councils and funding bodies, must be published in 
compliant Open Access Journals or on compliant 
Open Access Platforms. 

Other Principles 

Authors retain copyright of their publication with no 
restrictions. All publications must be published 
under an open license, preferably the Creative 
Commons Attribution Licence CC BY. In all cases, 
the license applied should fulfil the requirements 
defined by the Berlin Declaration. 

The Funders will ensure jointly the establishment of 
robust criteria and requirements for the services that 
compliant high quality Open Access journals and 
Open Access platforms must provide. 

In case such high quality Open Access journals or 
platforms do not yet exist, the Funders will, in a 
coordinated way, provide incentives to establish and 
support them when appropriate; support will also be 
provided for Open Access infrastructures where 
necessary. 

Where applicable, Open Access publication fees are 
covered by the Funders or universities, not by 
individual researchers; it is acknowledged that all 
scientists should be able to publish their work Open 
Access even if their institutions have limited means. 

When open access is conditional on a publication 
fee, the coverage of the fees will be standardized 
and the cost will be shared throughout Europe. 

Funders will ask universities, research institutions 
and libraries to coordinate their principles and 
strategies, especially to ensure open access. 

The principles shall apply to all scientific 
publications, but the transition to open access to 
books may occur later than January 1, 2020. 

The importance of open access research archives is 
recognized on the grounds that they ensure 
historical conservation and provide opportunity for 
editorial innovation. 

The hybrid model of open access (where individual 
articles in subscription-based journals are made 
publicly available for a publishing fee) are not 
consistent with the principles of the plan. 

The funders will monitor compliance and impose 
sanctions if these requirements are not met. 

Source: Schiltz (2018); Science Europe (2018) 

                       
7 Graver (2018a); Torvund (2018) 
8 Regjeringen (2016) 
9 Graver (2018b) 
10 Direktoratet for økonomistyring (2018) 
11 See Stølen (2018); Hernes (2018); Urdal (2018); Graver (2018a); Hagen & Foss (2018)  
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Figure 1. Four scenarios of the consequences of Plan S 

For example, Plan S states that access to publicly funded research should not be 
exploited for any form of profit. At the same time, however, it promotes an open 
access license that explicitly permits further commercial use.12 It is also not clear 
what alternatives to Gold OA journals may be allowed.13 Our report is therefore 
based on interpretations and assumptions that have emerged in the debate so far, 
including that all articles will have to be published in Gold OA journals. 

Plan S is based on several presumptions about how publishers, editors, researchers 
and research institutions will react to the measures introduced. The diverging views 
on the plan appear to stem from strong disagreement about which outcomes are 
most likely and which outcomes are desirable. From the most significant concerns, 
one can extrapolate four scenarios of the consequences of Plan S (Figure 1). All 
imply that the research affected by the plan are made openly accessible, but not all 
will ensure the breadth and value of research. Supporters of Plan S alternately refer 
to scenarios II and III as probable outcomes while critics point to scenarios I and 
IV.14 This report provides additional insights into what can be expected if the 
measures are introduced. 

Open access to academic publications can be implemented in a variety of ways and 
with different conditions for subsequent use. It may be problematic for the debate 
that there are different terms for similar concepts and different uses of the same 
terms. Text Box 2 provides an overview of current terms as used in this document. 

This report on the possible consequences of Plan S is structured around 20 
questions. These questions deal with several aspects of the current situation and 
examine how Plan S will affect publishing patterns, research quality and research 
environments, given the various possible scenarios. 

                       
12 Eve (2018); Torvund (2018)  
13 Poynder (2018) 
14 See Carling (2018a & 2018b); Gundersen (2018a & 2018b); Longva (2018); Nybø & Røttingen (2018b); Sørensen (2018) 

Will Plan S lead to a large-
scale emergence of Gold 
OA journals that have the 
academic and economic 
prerequisites to ensure 
quality? 

Will the cost of APCs 
significantly affect 
who publishes and 
what gets published? 

Will the quality, 
integrity and use of 
research be main-
tained when the 
ability to publish in 
reputable journals is 
severely limited? 

Scenario I 

Scenario II 

Scenario III 

Scenario IV 

YES 

NO 

YES 

NO 

YES 

NO 
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This report is written based on the Norwegian context. However, many of its 
questions and discussions are of broader relevance. All the authors are social 
scientists, but they represent different disciplines and work in both the university 
sector and the research institute sector. 

Text box 2. Selected terms associated with open access to research 

An Article Processing Charge (APC) or publishing 
fee is a fee the author’s institution pays a publisher 
to cover the expenses of publishing an article and 
ensuring open access to it.  

The Article Processing Charge (APC) publishing 
model is based on the principle that costs 
associated with the publishing process are covered 
by several Article Processing Charges rather than 
by subscription fees. The APC is preferably paid by 
the author’s institution or research funds. 

An article submission fee is a fee paid by the 
author’s institution to get a manuscript considered 
for publication. This is less common but has been 
suggested as a solution to the consequences of 
Plan S.15 

Bronze Open Access denotes open access via the 
publisher’s website without a license for permanent 
access. 

Copyright Transfer Agreement is an agreement on 
transfer of rights from author(s) to publisher for the 
publication of academic articles. This includes rules 
on self-archiving in academic archives or on the 
author’s or institution’s website for different versions 
of the article manuscript, in some cases along with a 
specific embargo period (see also Self-archiving and 
Green Open Access). 

DORA (the San Francisco Declaration on Research 
Assessment) states that the researchers’ 
professional qualifications and the quality of their 
research should be assessed on a broader 
foundation than where their research is published.  

Green Open Access is the publication of an author’s 
own manuscript (i.e. without the publisher’s added-
value) in an open access repository. As a rule, this 
is only allowed after a certain embargo period once 
the article has been published. 

Hybrid Open Access is publishing in subscription 
journals where the individual article is made 
available in exchange for an article processing 
charge. 

The National Board of Scholarly Publishing. The 
National Board of Scholarly Publishing has the 
professional responsibility for managing the 
Norwegian Publication Indicator and reports to the 
Universities Norway. 

Gold Open Access refers to publication in journals 
where all the articles are free to read and there is no 
subscription scheme. Generally, such journals are 
financed by article processing charges. 

The Norwegian Publication Indicator (NPI) aims to 
promote high-quality research and provide an 
overview of- and insight into research activities. The 
NPI includes universities and university colleges, as 
well as the institute sector and healthcare 
institutions, and is used to calculate points for 
academic publications (e.g. articles in journals, 
anthologies or monographs) that form the basis of 
the results-based redistribution of funds in research 
budgets. 

Publishing Channel is a direct translation from 
Norwegian and refers to the various academic 
outlets, such as journals, anthologies, monographs 
etc. 

Self-archiving is a synonym for Green Open Access. 

Platinum Open Access refers to open access on the 
publisher’s website (as with Gold Open Access), but 
without any article processing charges (as with 
Green Open Access). 

 

See Jubb (2017) and www.openaccess.no for more definitions. 

 

                       
15 Vines (2018) 

https://translate.google.com/translate?hl=fr&prev=_t&sl=no&tl=en&u=http://www.openaccess.no
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The current situation 

1. What are the problems associated with the dominance of 
subscription-based journals? 

A large percentage of research articles published today only available behind a 
subscription paywall. This limits the value of research in that it is not available to 
all other researchers and students, nor to readers outside the academic community. 
Many also perceive it as fundamentally wrong that research results financed by 
public funds are not freely available.16 

In addition, it is problematic that subscription costs are high, steadily 
rising, and that some international publishers have very high profit 
margins.17 When a journal is established as a leader in its field, a 
subscription to it becomes indispensable. This creates a monopoly-
situation that enables the publishers to charge a far higher subscription 
fee than what is necessary to finance the operation of the journal. 
The cost of subscriptions is particularly challenging for institutions 
with weak economy. Many research institutions in low- and middle-income 
countries are unable to pay for subscriptions (although, to be precise, there are 
several agreements in place to ensure that institutions in such countries have access 
to subscription-based journals). This reinforces international inequalities in 
research environments. Even financially strong institutions have expressed concern 
over the increasing costs of subscriptions to academic journals. In Norway, too, 
lack of access to journals is a problem for several institutions.18 

Plan S aims for a future without subscription-based journals. The cost of publishing 
is to be covered by the author’s institution, and the article processing charges shall 
only cover reasonable payment for the actual publishing costs.19 The only category 
of journals allowed under Plan S is thus full open access journals (Gold OA, 
Platinum OA) 

                       
16 Nybø & Røttingen (2018a); Nybø & Røttingen (2018b); Schiltz (2018) 
17 Buranyi (2018), Longva (2018) 
18 Røttingen (2018a) 
19 Schiltz (2018) 
 

The value of research is 
reduced by the fact that a 
large proportion of research 
articles are only available 
behind paywalls 
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2. How is open access ensured in ways that are not permitted 
under Plan S? 

Open access can now be achieved in four ways: (1) One can publish articles in 
journals that are fully open access, usually by paying an article processing charge 
(Gold OA). Those Gold OA journals that do not require a charge are often referred 
to as Platinum OA.20 (2) One can pay for open-access publication of individual 
articles in subscription-based journals (Hybrid OA). (3) One can make article 
manuscripts available through open archives (Green OA).21 This will be the 
author’s latest version of the manuscript, without the publisher’s modifications, 
and is usually only openly archived after an embargo period of several months after 
the article has been published. In addition, publishers make a large number of 
journals openly accessible on a temporary basis (Bronze OA), but the author has 
little or no control of this process. 

Piwowar et al. (2018) have calculated the distribution of published articles among 
the different forms of open access.22 They use three datasets with different strengths 
and weaknesses. The results show that 28–47% of the articles are available through 
open access in one form or another (Figure 2). Those published in Gold OA journals 
represent 3–14% of all articles, or 10–30% of open access articles. 

Under Plan S, it appears that only articles published in Gold OA 
journals will be allowed. In other words, 70–90% of articles currently 
published open access, would fall outside the criteria of the plan. 
Hybrid publishing (i.e. paying for open publication of individual 
articles in subscription-based journals) is explicitly prohibited.23 It is, however, 
unclear whether Plan S, under certain conditions, will accept the self-archiving of 
manuscripts (i.e. without the publisher’s added value) in open repositories.24 Plan S 
requires authors to retain the copyrights of their work, which in practice prevents 
open archives from being a viable solution for complying with open access, as is 
common it in many academic fields for authors to transfer rights to the publishers 
upon publication (Copyright Transfer Agreement). This, in spite of the fact that the 
transfer of rights in most cases allows for different types of self-archiving over time.  

 

Figure 2. Estimated distribution of access to journal articles, by data source 

Source: Based on Piwowar et al. (2018), Table 3. 

                       
20 A large proportion of Gold OA journals do not charge fees, though this is not the case for many of the leading journals. These are 
normally journals which are fully funded by research institutions. 
21 See SAGE Publishing (2018a); Nybø & Røttingen (2018a) 
22 Piwowar et al. (2018) 
23 Nybø & Røttingen (2018a) 
24 Suber (2018) 

70–90% of published open-
access articles do not meet 
the requirements of Plan S 
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The latter point also reflects the important (and under-communicated) point that 
open access through repositories of the accepted ‘green’ versions of articles for 
subscription-based journals already provides broad access to research findings. (In 
practice, access is even wider, as many articles are openly available on a number of 
easily accessible websites, without necessarily being in line with the publishers’ 
contractual terms.) 

Open access through self-archiving (Green OA), in practice, largely fulfils the goal 
of Plan S regarding access to research, even if this form of open access publishing 
does not directly reduce publishers’ profits (although libraries may be less willing 
to pay for costly journal subscription fees if they know that self-archived versions 
are freely available).25 It may be a challenge that self-archiving occurs on many 
different platforms, in a non-standardized manner and with limited searchability. It 
is crucial that self-archived versions include the published article’s digital 
identification code (DOI) so that it is possible to find openly available versions of 
articles which are also published behind the subscription pay-wall. 

3. How many of today’s journals will not meet the 
requirements of Plan S? 

The principle of Plan S is that all articles must be published in Gold OA journals. 
The effects of Plan S rely on the proportion of academic journals that will not meet 
this criterion, and how this proportion varies according to the journals’ field and 
level of prominence.26 

It is not clear exactly how many academic journals exist, and the number depends 
on the given definition of what such a journal is and which framework is used to 
evaluate this. In addition to clearly reputable journals, such as those indexed in 
Web of Science or Scopus, there is a large number of ‘less established’ 
journals available, in different languages, and of very varied quality. 
These include both well-functioning journals and so-called predatory 
journals. A large proportion of the less established journals have Gold 
OA standard, and the total number of reputable journals depends on 
how many of these are included in the equation. 

The Norwegian Register for Scientific Journals, Series and Publishers is open to all 
journals that meet certain minimum requirements for scientific editing and external 
peer-review.27 The register includes a total of 26,000 journals across the academic 
disciplines. Of these, 86% do not meet the requirements of Plan S (Table 1) if we 
assume that only Gold OA publication will in actual practice be permissible under 
the plan. A similar study based on data from Scopus finds that the proportion is 
83%.28 

The proportion of journals excluded by the criteria in Plan S is even higher among 
the most cited and most prominent journals. The Norwegian Register for Scientific 
Journals, Series and Publishers uses a ranking system with two levels where Level 
2 includes the journals ‘perceived to be the most prominent in a broad academic 
context, publish the most significant publications by researchers from different 
countries, and combined [these journals] account for about one-fifth of the 
discipline’s publications’.29 The assessment is conducted by dedicated national 

                       
25 See Enago (2018) for a comprehensive study on self-archiving. 
26 Level refers to a distinction made in the Norwegian Register for Scientific Journals, Series and Publishers between ‘ordinary 
publication channels’ (level 1) and ‘high-quality publication channels’ (level 2). 
27 Norsk senter for forskningsdata(2018a) 
28 Erfandanesh (2017) 
29 Norsk publiseringsindikator (2018) 
 

The criteria of Plan S 
exclude 86% of all 
scientific journals and  
97% of leading journals 
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expert bodies for the disciplines, associated with the National Board of Scholarly 
Publishing (NPU) of Universities Norway (UHR). 

The directions for the ranking system states that ‘Level 2 should be an indicator of 
where researchers should endeavour to publish their leading works’30 Gold OA 
journals are favoured in the level ranking system, so when journals of approximately 
the same quality are considered for Level 2 approval, Gold OA journals should be 
given priority. Nevertheless, 97% of all Level 2 journals will be excluded by the 
criteria in Plan S. A number of researchers have expressed strong concern that this 
effectively eliminates the possibility of active participation in the international 
research environment.31 

Both the Norwegian two-level ranking system and the quantitative indicator Impact 
Factor have their weaknesses and are often subject to criticism.32 In addition to the 
question of how journals should be ranked, there is increasing scepticism in various 
academic disciplines about the use of a journal’s prominence as an indicator of 
research quality, for instance in a recruitment process.33 However, it is worth 
noting that the evaluation of research – as is currently common practice when 
hiring researchers – can draw on different sources of information, and that the 
evaluation based on the quality of the publication channel need not come in place 
of, but in addition to evaluation based on an article’s citations or the committee 
members’ subjective judgement of candidates. This is particularly important given 
that no models or methods for evaluation of research quality are perfect. 
Furthermore, it is worth noting that there is considerable variation between 
different journals in their ability to ensure the quality of articles, to ground them in 
various relevant academic environments, and to make potential readers aware of 
them (ref. Questions 2, 10, 11). In other words, the issue is not only that many 
journals would be excluded under Plan S, but also that journals considered most 
significant in a research community will no longer be accepted under Plan S. 

The proportion of journals excluded under Plan S is approximately equal among 
the four major disciplines of humanities (88%), social sciences (86%), medicine 
and health sciences (84%) and science and technology (87%).34 However, there are 
very big differences between the 85 disciplines studied. For one in three 
disciplines, more than 90% of all academic journals will be excluded. The least 
affected disciplines are general medicine and infections, excluding ‘only’ 71% and 
72% of the journals, respectively. 

Figure 3 shows the percentage of excluded journals by academic 
discipline and level. In approximately two out of three disciplines, 
all of the Level 2 journals are excluded. The proportion of excluded 
Level 1 journals varies between 71% and 95%. For most academic 
disciplines, the proportion of excluded journals is significantly 
higher at Level 2 than Level 1. It is the publication channels of 
presumed highest-quality that are the most greatly affected by Plan S. The 
exceptions within the disciplines are predominantly medicine and health sciences, 
where ‘only’ 80–90% of Level 2 journals are excluded. However, as already 
pointed out, Gold OA journals within these disciplines are not necessarily of 
obviously lower quality than subscription journals.35 

                       
30 Norsk publiseringsindikator (2018) 
31 Carling (2018a); Gundersen (2018a); Knutsen (2018); Lommerud (2018); Sterri & Moen (2018); Urdal (2018); Aaslestad (2018). 
32 Rice (2018b), Schiltz (2018). 
33 Interview John-Arne Røttingen, Khrono (2018) Interview with Stan Gielen, ScienceGuide (2018). 
34 Norsk senter for forskningsdata (2018b); see table 1 
35 Erfandanesh (2017) 
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Table 1. Number of Gold OA journals and proportion of journals excluded under Plan S, by subject 
area and level 

 Number of journals  
Number of Gold OA 

journals  

Proportion of 
journals excluded 
under Plan S (%) 

 Level 1 Level 2 Total  Level 1 Level 2 Total  Level 1 Level 2 Total 
Humanities            
Archaeology and Conservation 219 59 278  24 0 24  89 100 91 
Architecture and Design 139 20 159  19 0 19  86 100 88 
Art history 136 20 156  20 0 20  85 100 87 
Asian and African Studies 177 24 201  10 1 11  94 96 95 
Classical Studies 124 51 175  13 2 15  90 96 91 
Dance 11 2 13  1 0 1  91 100 92 
English Studies 204 19 223  10 0 10  95 100 96 
Ethnology 146 7 153  27 1 28  82 86 82 
Germanic Studies 75 7 82  5 0 5  93 100 94 
History 607 44 651  63 0 63  90 100 90 
Interdisciplinary Humanities 277 32 309  63 2 65  77 94 79 
Linguistics 588 47 635  108 1 109  82 98 83 
Literature 375 55 430  49 0 49  87 100 89 
Media and Communication 274 39 313  41 0 41  85 100 87 
Musicology 153 41 194  14 1 15  91 98 92 
Philosophy and History of Ideas 362 64 426  64 1 65  82 98 85 
Romance Studies 222 22 244  40 0 40  82 100 84 
Scandinavian Studies 55 4 59  6 1 7  89 75 88 
Slavonic Studies 75 11 86  15 0 15  80 100 83 
Theatre and Drama 71 8 79  7 0 7  90 100 91 
Theology and Religion 432 103 535  40 2 42  91 98 92 
Humanities in total 4722 679 5401  639 12 651  86 98 88 

Social Sciences         
   

Anthropology 212 14 226  31 1 32  85 93 86 
Business and Finance 1201 58 1259  109 0 109  91 100 91 
Development Studies 77 6 83  6 0 6  92 100 93 
Economics 461 47 508  46 2 48  90 96 91 
Education and Educational Research 837 74 911  191 1 192  77 99 79 
Geography 305 16 321  37 0 37  88 100 88 
Gender Research 81 21 102  4 0 4  95 100 96 
Interdisciplinary Social Sciences 490 19 509  140 0 140  71 100 72 
Library and Information Science 309 28 337  48 1 49  84 96 85 
Law 574 66 640  47 2 49  92 97 92 
Political Science 561 42 603  84 0 84  85 100 86 
Social Work 320 16 336  77 0 77  76 100 77 
Sociology 326 32 358  51 0 51  84 100 86 
Social sciences in total 5754 439 6193  871 7 878  85 98 86 

Medicine and Health Sciences 
           

Anaesthesia, Emerg., Intensive Care 74 5 79  12 1 13  84 80 84 
Biomedicine 902 62 964  134 4 138  85 94 86 
Cardiovascular and Respiratory syst. 279 14 293  48 0 48  83 100 84 
Dentistry 121 11 132  22 0 22  82 100 83 
Dermatology and Venerology 61 4 65  10 0 10  84 100 85 
Endocrinology 128 6 134  27 0 27  79 100 80 
Gastroenterology and Hepatology 95 6 101  14 0 14  85 100 86 
General Medicine 350 9 359  103 1 104  71 89 71 
Geriatrics 61 3 64  12 0 12  80 100 81 
Gynecology and Obstetrics 118 7 125  16 0 16  86 100 87 
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 Number of journals  
Number of Gold OA 

journals  

Proportion of 
journals excluded 
under Plan S (%) 

 Level 1 Level 2 Total  Level 1 Level 2 Total  Level 1 Level 2 Total 
Medicine and Health Sciences (cont.)            
Haematology 61 1 62  9 0 9  85 100 85 
Infectious Diseases  89 5 94  25 1 26  72 80 72 
Nephrology 41 4 45  10 0 10  76 100 78 
Neurology 320 27 347  57 0 57  82 100 84 
Nursing 175 8 183  21 0 21  88 100 89 
Oncology 215 8 223  50 0 50  77 100 78 
Ophthalmology 73 4 77  13 0 13  82 100 83 
Otorhinolaryngology 51 6 57  7 0 7  86 100 88 
Paediatrics 87 3 90  13 0 13  85 100 86 
Pharmacology and Toxicology 400 27 427  41 0 41  90 100 90 
Psychiatry 212 19 231  32 0 32  85 100 86 
Psychology 829 66 895  80 1 81  90 98 91 
Public, Environ., Occupational Health 509 37 546  97 5 102  81 86 81 
Radiology, Nuclear Med., Imaging 146 7 153  31 0 31  79 100 80 
Rheumatology 41 4 45  8 1 9  80 75 80 
Sport Sciences 166 9 175  34 0 34  80 100 81 
Surgical Sciences 258 12 270  24 0 24  91 100 91 
Veterinary Medicine 145 13 158  25 3 28  83 77 82 
Medicine and Health Sciences in total 6007 387 6394  975 17 992  84 96 84 

Science and technology 
           

Applied Geology, Petroleum Science 70 10 80  5 0 5  93 100 94 
Biology 1659 67 1726  310 7 317  81 90 82 
Biotechnology 131 7 138  9 1 10  93 86 93 
Chemical Engineering 138 7 145  9 0 9  93 100 94 
Chemistry 511 17 528  41 0 41  92 100 92 
Civil Engineering 207 18 225  15 0 15  93 100 93 
Computer and Information Science 294 29 323  39 0 39  87 100 88 
Earth Sciences 598 43 641  106 5 111  82 88 83 
Electric Power Engineering 85 7 92  7 0 7  92 100 92 
Electronics and Cybernetics 369 29 398  29 0 29  92 100 93 
Energy 163 13 176  13 0 13  92 100 93 
Environmental Technology 128 8 136  17 0 17  87 100 88 
General Technology 264 6 270  45 0 45  83 100 83 
Industrial engineering and managem. 21 4 25  4 0 4  81 100 84 
Informatics 540 58 598  75 1 76  86 98 87 
Interdisciplinary Natural Sciences 190 7 197  49 1 50  74 86 75 
Marine Technology 65 5 70  7 0 7  89 100 90 
Materials Science and Engineering 388 29 417  45 0 45  88 100 89 
Mathematics 933 117 1050  84 1 85  91 99 92 
Mechanical engineering 183 23 206  22 0 22  88 100 89 
Multidisciplinary technology 114 6 120  19 0 19  83 100 84 
Network and Network based services 83 18 101  6 0 6  93 100 94 
Physics 403 19 422  54 2 56  87 89 87 
Science and technology in total 7537 547 8084  1010 18 1028  87 97 87 

All subjects 24020 2052 26072  3495 54 3549  85 97 86 

Source: Norsk senter for forskningsdata (2018b). Note: ‘Level’ refers to ‘ordinary publication channels’ (level 1) and 
‘highly prestigious publication channels’ (level 2) in the Norwegian Register for Scientific Journals, Series and Publishers.  
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Figure 3. Percentage of journals excluded under Plan S, by subject area and level 

 

Source: Norsk senter for forskningsdata (2018b). Note: ‘Level’ refers to ‘ordinary publication channels’ (level 1) and 
‘highly prestigious publication channels’ (level 2) in the Norwegian Register for Scientific Journals, Series and Publishers.  
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4. Do researchers already have the option to publish in Gold 
OA journals? 

Although the proportion of journals allowed under Plan S is small, the number is 
significant. Among the 85 subject fields there are on average 42 journals that meet 
the criteria. This implies that researchers already have the option to publish in Gold 
OA journals.36 Further consideration, however, indicates that while researchers in 
some fields have a range of quality Plan S compliant journals, those in other fields, 
have very limited possibilities to publish in such channels. There are three reasons 
for this.  

Firstly, there are big differences in the number of Gold OA journals. In 19 fields 
there are no more than 10 journals which would be allowed under Plan S. Among 
these, notable is the dance field, where only one journal meets the criteria of Plan 
S. Given this situation, researchers whose work is rejected for publication in this 
journal – and typically a large amount of research articles are submitted to various 
journals and receive multiple rejections before their eventual publication – will no 
longer have the opportunity to publish their research in approved publication 
channels. 

Secondly, there is a great deal of specialization within each field of study. Many of 
the permitted journals will thus not be relevant for any given article, or even any 
given researcher. Among the 11 permitted journals in Asian and African Studies, 
for example, there is only one African journal. The others include highly specific 
journals, such as International Journal of Korean History and Kurdish Studies. A 
substantial proportion of the Gold OA journals across disciplines are in languages 
other than English. 

Thirdly, there are many journals that will not be a good publishing 
channel, even if they meet the minimum requirements, and theore-
tically suit the theme of a given article. Let us take an example from 
sociology: Among the sociology journals that will be allowed under 
Plan S is the Croatian journal Drustvena istrazivanja: the Journal of 
General Social Issues which covers all social sciences and humanities, 
accepts manuscripts in English, and is indexed in the World of Science. 
Although the journal has full open access, it has little international 
impact. Nine out of ten authors are based in Croatia, the articles are 
seldom cited, and where they are it is mainly in other Croatian journals. Such 
limitations are widespread among the existing journals that meet the criteria in 
Plan S.  

Several publishers have created Gold OA journals that cover a broad range of 
fields and are not very selective, so-called mega-journals. These journals provide 
many researchers with the opportunity to choose full open publishing. However, 
they act as an interface between open archives and academic journals and lack 
much of the journals’ function as arenas for collective knowledge development in a 
professional environment. These points will be addressed again and further 
discussed in Question 6 and, in particular, Question 7. 

                       
36 Interview with Nybø & Røttingen, Aftenposten, 19.09.2018  
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Plan S and publishing patterns 

5. Will Plan S lead to a large-scale emergence of high-quality 
Gold OA journals? 

Plan S aims to increase the number of open access journals by helping to create 
new quality journals and obliging existing journals to change their financing 
model. A key question is whether the plan will actually lead to the emergence of a 
range of open access journals which meet the professional and economic 
prerequisites to ensure the quality of their articles (see Figure 1). 

It is unlikely that completely new, solid international quality Gold OA journals will 
be developed by January 1, 2020. There is little historical precedence for the establish-
ment of top publication channels over such short periods of time.37 Among other 
things, it will also take time to establish trust with authors who are considering 
where they should publish their best work, as well as with peers who are asked to 
review submitted manuscripts. Today’s leading journals have been 
successful through many decades of systematically publishing 
quality work from a large number of people. 

What about existing subscription journals? Will these change from a 
subscription plan to an author-pays model due to Plan S? It is hard to 
imagine a clear answer to this question. It is likely that, for each 
journal, it will depend on the geographic composition of its author 
base, the ownership of the journal, characteristics of the contract between owner 
and publisher, the publisher’s own willingness to change, and which practical 
incentive schemes are eventually put in place to motivate journals to change model. 

For journals with a large proportion of contributors funded by European research 
councils aligned with Plan S, the incentive to change model will be stronger than 
for journals with a large proportion of authors based in countries not conforming to 
Plan S. Many of the leading journals are American; American research environ-
ments still dominate among contributors, and such journals will only to a limited 
extent be affected by Plan S.38 Journals with a large proportion of authors based at 
institutions which are unwilling or unable to pay for open access, will have a 
significant disincentive to introducing article processing charges, as these authors 
will then orient themselves toward journals without fees. 

Another important distinction in this regard is whether a journal is owned by a 
publishing house or by an academic institution or scholarly society. The journals 

                       
37 Hagen & Foss (2018); Knutsen (2018); Lommerud (2018) 
38 Publishing Perspectives 12/10/2018 
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owned by a publishing house will probably have greater financial 
flexibility to consider a transition to the author-pays model than 
those owned by institutions or scholarly societies. 

At the same time, publishing houses may continue to resist open 
access publishing. Journals which have a solid author base that is 
unaffected by Plan S may be forced to focus on their paying market, 
rather than on opening up. By contrast, it is possible that academic member associa-
tions would like to change in principle, but are hampered by the new economic 
framework that Plan S entails. It is thus very uncertain whether, how and when 
Plan S will affect the existing journal landscape, and there is reason to expect 
heterogeneity in the development across the various fields. 

6. Can article processing charges provide the financial basis 
for high-quality journals? 

The publication of academic articles comes with considerable expenses beyond the 
cost of the research itself. In the discussion on open access journals and publishers’ 
profit margins, nuanced debate on the actual costs of ensuring the quality of 
research through journals often disappears. 

It may also be difficult to keep track of actual costs and time spent involved in the 
operation of academic journals since much of the work is done by researchers 
covered by their own free funds from their institutions. 

A leading academic journal will need an editor to be employed in a minimum 50% 
position.39 This is an expense which in some cases is covered by the editor’s 
institution and in other cases by the journal. It is positive that the institutions 
subsidize journals in this way, but at the same time it is important that key 
professional positions are not reserved for researchers with a financially strong 
institutional backing. The contributions of the editorial committee members, peers 
and external guest editors are almost always unpaid and done by researchers during 
the time sponsored by their institutions, or outside working hours. 

In addition, there is a need for extensive administrative support. Many journals 
have full-time administrative support who coordinate the manuscript processing, 
communicate with authors, editors and publishers and conduct 
strategic planning and development. These are features that make a 
significant contribution to ensuring quality-controlled research and 
usually have to be financed over the journal’s budget. 

The publisher’s direct expenses include editing, layout, coding, 
publication, dissemination, maintenance of author- and peer-
databases as well as other technical solutions and initiatives such as 
the ORCID persistent digital identifier registry. 

Today, many publishers also have huge profits from journal publishing, and Plan S 
is partly motivated by a desire not to allow government funds to contribute to this 
surplus. The central question is whether the direct costs which ensure professional 
and technical quality can be covered by article processing charges rather than 
subscription fees. 

Some Gold OA journals today have article processing charges of over 40,000 NOK 
(4,000 €). Subscription journals can have even higher editorial and technical 
expenses per article. For example, it is estimated that if Nature were to switch to 
                       
39 This is the case for publications such as Journal of Peace Research and Security Dialogue. 
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author-pays, the article processing charge would be around 250,000 NOK (25,000 
€).40 Although this is an extreme case, it is likely that article processing charges 
will be very high, even without any profit for the publisher.41 

Given the current rate of article processing charges and the suggested cap under 
Plan S (although the latter has not been officially stated) – an estimated 15,000 
NOK (1,500 €) per article42 – the author-pays model is thus not even close to 
covering the real costs of running quality journals. It is therefore assumed in 
practice that the institutions that run journals are willing and financially able to 
pick up this cost. This challenge can be met in three ways. 

Firstly, one can imagine additional external funding for the journals. 
Some good Gold OA journals have this kind of direct funding from 
government or private sources. One of the principles in Plan S implies 
that funders will jointly ‘offer incentives to create and support’ open 
access journals or platforms of a high quality where they do not 
exist. However, it is unclear what such incentives entail, as Plan S 
does not include any offer of significant government funding.43 

Secondly, the role of journals and publishers could be greatly reduced. The 
organization Science Europe, which stands behind Plan S, states that publishers 
‘should provide services that help scientists to review, edit, disseminate and 
interlink their work and they may charge a fair value for these services in a 
transparent way’.44 However, there are very different views on what services are 
required. Science Europe itself has defined a minimum standard in four points for 
what a publisher has to offer: indexing, licensing, archiving, and machine 
readability.45 In other words, services related to peer review and editing are not 
required, although they are mentioned as legitimate in connection with Plan S. A 
model where journals are not helping to secure or raise articles’ quality can be 
financially sustained by article processing charges, but may have a negative effect 
on the value of research and its further use (ref. Questions 10–14). 

A third option is to increase the revenue from article processing charges by 
accepting a larger number of submitted manuscripts and publishing far more 
articles. In many quality journals today, fewer than 10% of the submitted work is 
accepted. If this proportion was increased to, say, 50%, fewer resources would be 
used on articles that are not published (and thus do not contribute financially) as 
the fixed expenses will be distributed over a larger number of articles. 

Critically, this third model involves lowering the quality requirement for 
publishing, both in putting less emphasis on the articles’ importance in the field 
(ref. Questions 11 and 12), but also in that there will be less resources to ensure the 
quality of each individual article. The so-called mega-journals operate in this way 
(ref. Question 7). Another relevant concern is that the author-pays model, 
combined with a number of new and unknown journals, can create an environment 
where so-called ‘predatory journals’ will thrive.46 There is not necessarily a 
connection between a given payment model and the emergence of predatory 
journals, but given that it is profitable to accept many articles and that some 
researchers may find it strategic for their careers to pay to have more of their 
articles published, an author-pays model is far more likely to contribute to 
predatory journals than a subscription-based system. 

                       
40 Van Noorden (2013) 
41 Kamerlin et al. (2018), Vines (2018) 
42 Gundersen (2018a) 
43 Gundersen (2018b), Lilje (2018) 
44 Schiltz (2018) 
45 Science Europe Working Group on Open Access (2015) 
46 Kamerlin et al. (2018) 
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After the launch of Plan S, a fourth approach that is not in line with the plan in its 
current state has been proposed: namely, to require payment for both submission 
and publication of articles.47 

The economic calculations show that a transition from subscription 
fees to article processing charges not only entails that the cost-
bearing be moved. Such a change will also have major consequences 
for journals ‘contribution to the value of research, as there will be 
less resources available for quality assurance. 

7. Can mega-journals replace specialist journals? 

A likely consequence of Plan S is that more articles will be published in mega-
journals rather than in specialist journals. This will not have such a dramatic effect 
for some fields, but is potentially destructive to others. Some actors behind Plan S 
point to such ‘new forms of publishing’ when arguing that the loss of reputable 
journals is of lesser importance.48 

Mega-journals are well-established in the natural sciences, as exemplified by the 
journals PLOS ONE and Scientific Reports, each of which publishes more than 
10,000 articles a year. The publishing model means that the articles are considered 
for technical robustness rather than presumed importance to the field.49 Several 
mega-journals do not have traditional editors, but invite peers to be ‘article editors’ 
and manage the peer review. The per article cost is thus reduced. 

Their enormous thematic and methodological breadth and their weak editorial 
leadership mean that mega-journals do not act as a spearhead for specialized 
academic communities and for collective knowledge development.50 This makes 
mega-journals unsuitable for research areas characterized by 
academic theoretical diversity and study subjects that cannot be 
reduced to clear, searchable words. This is probably one of the 
reasons why the mega-journals have had limited impact in social 
sciences and humanities. 

The social science study of time can be used as an example of 
journals’ role. The journal Time & Society has been central as a 
gathering point for articles with very different approaches but a 
common interest in how time is experienced, used and constructed. The leading 
sociologist John Urry has stated that ‘time has become one of the central topics of 
the social sciences; Time & Society symbolizes this development and has played a 
major role in shaping this new field of study’.51 

What unites articles in Time & Society is not specific and unique terms that can be 
easily searched in databases. The word ‘time’ obviously gives thousands of search 
results that are irrelevant to the study of time in social sciences. At the same time, 
one way in which the field is developing is by using new concepts and terms that 
readers are introduced to throughout the journal, and thus would not have known to 
search for in the first place. Since Time & Society is excluded by Plan S, affected 
researchers in this field will be prevented from contributing to the most central 

                       
47 Vines (2018) 
48 Røttingen (2018c) 
49 McCallum (2006) 
50 Beall (2013) 
51 SAGE publishing (2018b) 
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source for collective knowledge development. This affects not only the individual 
researcher, but also the field as a whole. 

In other words, whether the landscape is dominated by specialist journals or mega-
journals has major consequences for both authors and readers. It is estimated that 
more than 2 million academic articles are published a year, and the sheer amount of 
information is a challenge that exists in parallel with access restrictions.52 
Professional journals can therefore increase the value of research by ensuring 
effective links between authors and readers. 

8. How will article publishing charges affect what is published 
and by whom? 

Plan S is set up in such a way that it will be free for everyone to read articles, but 
to a large extent one has to pay to publish articles. Should the author-pays model 
prove successful with tomorrow’s journals, this could potentially have major 
consequences for what is published, where it is published and who is published –  
these consequences will apply both at the systemic level and to the individual 
researcher. 

Several factors will affect these outcomes. In particular, how high article 
processing charges become will be decisive. If the actual operating costs for 
publishing are to be financed solely through the author-pays model, the fees may 
be very high (see Question 6). It is also very important how the article processing 
charges are funded. Plan S assumes that there are universities or funders who will 
cover these costs, but it is unclear whether additional funds will be provided to 
researchers for this purpose. For the individual researcher, it may also be crucial 
how limited publishing resources are distributed internally within institutions:53 
Will some researchers be prioritized while others are denied article processing 
charges for their articles? Will all researchers – both active top researchers and less 
active researchers – be granted a certain number of publications that will be funded 
each year? Without clear recommendations and a thoughtful 
international or national system, it is likely that different institutions 
will land on different models with very unclear effects on resource 
allocation and publishing opportunities for individual researchers. 

It is likely that more widespread requirements for article processing 
charges due to Plan S will affect what is published and by whom. 
First, it will be harder for researchers in low- and middle-income 
countries to get their work published. This applies especially if the 
maximum price for article processing charges becomes relatively 
high, as will probably be the case for the leading open access journals.54 Some 
publishers offer free access to their journals in poor countries. One can imagine a 
corresponding differentiation of article processing charges.55 There is, however, an 
important difference between the two models, as free access in poor countries can 
be given without significant additional costs or loss of revenue for publishers, 
while exemption from article processing charges has a direct effect on revenue. A 
low maximum price for article processing charges will reduce these problems. 
However, as previously mentioned, there will be other major challenges associated 
with a cap on article processing charges that do not cover journals’ costs (ref. 
Question 6). 

                       
52 University World News (2018)  
53 Tenopir et al (2017) 
54 Urdal (2018); Lilje (2018); Lommerud (2018); Kamerlin et al. (2018); Sheikh (2017) 
55 Røttingen (2018a) 
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Furthermore, the consequences of author-pays will vary for researchers at different 
stages, and will particularly affect researchers who are at an early stage of their 
career, those who are retired and on independent researchers.56 Many have 
temporary positions, limited funding and unstable institutional affiliations while 
they work towards tenure. Younger researchers often change institutions, and 
disagreements may arise about which institution should cover article 
processing charges (ref. Question 15). 

Finally, if Plan S does not lead to major changes in the international 
journal landscape, the restrictions imposed on researchers funded by 
the institutions that have signed the plan will then create large 
differences between researchers with different types of financial 
support. Researchers unaffected by Plan S will be free to publish 
wherever they wish.57 They will be able to send their articles to the 
journals that best present the work’s contribution to the research 
field, and will be able to avoid journals that require article processing charges if 
funding for these expenses are lacking. It has even been pointed out that Plan S 
may increase the incentive for scientists from China to publish in closed top 
journals like Nature and Science – but the same is true, of course, for researchers 
from Denmark, Germany and the United States, whose research councils have not 
signed Plan S – because the chances of getting their work published there will be 
higher if European researchers cannot publish there.58 

In sum, there are two key challenges associated with the author-pays model: the 
possibility that individual researchers will no longer be permitted to submit their 
work to the journals that best present their work to their field; and that the literature 
within a field becomes fragmented due to the different publication restrictions 
imposed on authors and varied access to funds for article processing charges. 

9. What do we know about researchers’ attitudes to open-
access publishing? 

The debate about Plan S is easily presented as a matter of being for or against open 
access to research results. This is misleading, as even among those who are 
sceptical of Plan S there is still a broad consensus that open access to research 
results is in itself an important asset.59 Below is a brief list of some interesting 
aspects of researchers’ attitudes towards (various types) of open access publishing 
and anticipated consequences of other key issues. 

The quality of existing Gold OA journals. Many are reluctant to 
publish in Gold OA journals because they find the quality of the 
journals too low. This opinion varies greatly across subject areas, 
partly reflecting the availability of Gold OA journals (ref. Question 3). 

Further use of work. Research is based on referring to the work of 
others in a collective pool of knowledge development, but the requirements for 
open access take this concept much further. Plan S encourages licensing that allows 
unlimited further reworking of the result, also for commercial purposes, and 
without the author’s permission. Many scientists are sceptical about this.60 

                       
56 Kamerlin et al. (2018) 
57 Hopland (2018) 
58 Aftenposten (2018b) 
59 See, for example, Stølen (2018)  
60 Dodds (2018) 
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Consequences of author-pays model. Many are unsure of how a more widespread 
demand for article processing charges will turn out for universities and researchers 
with limited ability to pay.61 

The added value of open access. When open access is in conflict with quality 
control or recognition in professional environments, it is relevant to assess how 
open access contributes to the value of the research. There are different perceptions 
about how this may happen, for example, whether open access will lead to a 
significant increase in the use of research in media.62 

The format of open access. Publishing in Gold OA journals is just 
one of many ways to ensure open access to research (ref. Question 
2). Disagreements over Plan S have largely been about whether it is 
expedient to allow only this format and uncertainty as to whether the 
plan will actually allow for other formats.63 

A North American study showed that younger researchers across 
disciplines are generally more positive towards full open access. The established 
researchers are more concerned about quality development and the possible 
negative consequences for researchers attached to institutions that are less able to 
cover article processing charges.64 A French study showed, however, that older and 
more experienced researchers were more likely to publish in Gold OA journals, as 
it is a risk that is easier to take when already in an established position.65 

The proportion of articles published with open access in subscription journals 
(Hybrid OA) has increased sharply over the last ten years.66 The article processing 
charges for such an article is usually around 25,000 NOK (2,500 €), but may range 
from less than 1,000 NOK (100 €) to over 40,000 NOK (4,000 €).67 These are 
expenses that often must be covered by the author’s research budget. The 
willingness to use limited budgets on such article processing charges shows that 
many researchers prioritize funding open access when combined with academic 
anchoring in a quality journal. 

                       
61 Tenopir et al. (2017) 
62 Tenopir et al. (2017) 
63 Poynder (2018), Schneider (2018) 
64 Tenopir et al. (2017) 
65 Boukacem‐Zeghmouri et al. (2018) 
66 Piwowar (2018) 
67 https://osc.cam.ac.uk/open-access/open-access-policies/paying-open-access/how-much-do-publishers-charge-open-access  
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Plan S and research value 

10. Can journals indicate the quality and significance of 
published research? 

Every year, as mentioned above, more than two million research articles are 
published in several tens of thousands of journals.68 Only a small proportion of 
these are read and actively cited by the academic community.69 Few researchers 
have an overview of more than a fraction of the articles published within relevant 
disciplines, and therefore need easily accessible and reliable information sources to 
orient themselves. This is especially the case when moving beyond one’s own core 
discipline, for example in relation to the acquisition of new methodology or 
interdisciplinary research. 

In most disciplines, the existing system and hierarchy of peer-reviewed journals is 
a central source of information about the articles that are published. We can 
distinguish between three types of information: 

Perspective: The choice of journal reflects the author’s intended audience and 
hence says much about what assumptions of prior knowledge and interests are 
presupposed in the text. This provides potential readers with valuable information 
beyond the title of the article, which is useful when one is searching for literature. 

Quality: Articles that are published in high-quality journals with good access to 
highly qualified peer reviewers can be considered to be thoroughly quality assured. 
The published articles will also often be significantly improved in 
relation to the original manuscript (ref. Question 11). 

Significance: The leading journals receive many more manuscripts 
of high quality than they have capacity to publish. The prioritization 
of manuscripts will largely reflect peers’ and editors’ evaluation of 
the article’s importance for the whole academic discipline. 

The dimensions of quality and importance form the basis for more or 
less established journal hierarchies in many disciplines, and the rankings of 
journals in different fields are also characterized by stability over time.70 In the 
journals considered to be the ‘best ones’, one can expect to find high-quality 
articles that also have a significant theme, data source, theoretical innovation, or 
other characteristics that generate new important knowledge, making them 
particularly relevant in their field. Further down in the hierarchy, one may also 
                       
68 See, for example, Ware & Mabe (2015)  
69 See, for example, Remler (2016) 
70 See, for example, Hovi et al. (2016); Kalaitzidakis et al. (2011); Laband & Piette (1994); Hopland (2018) 
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often find articles that are of high quality, but which are relevant to a more 
marginal field of study. 

The above shows that information about the publishing channel is not only 
important in a researcher’s daily work, but also in evaluation processes related to 
the recruitment, promotion and allocation of research funds around the world. Such 
processes are often very resource-intensive and difficult to do in a thorough and 
objective manner for committees that do not necessarily have specialized 
knowledge of the research of all of their colleagues’ research. An employment 
committee in political science, for example, may have to compare researchers who 
specialize in topics such as Machiavelli’s political theories, the organization of 
Norwegian municipalities, or the effect of civil war on democratization and 
supreme court judgements in Latin America. 

Thus, in such situations, more objective and comparable measures are essential for 
ensuring good case processing and preventing judgement based on the individual 
prejudices of committee members. The existing publication system and journal 
hierarchy is a central source of information in such situations. This is also reflected 
in the national system with the Norwegian Publication Indicator (NPI), which, 
despite the relatively simple two-level division, has the explicit purpose of 
“promoting good research and creating an overview”.71 

However, the role of journals as information bearers is controversial. The so-called 
DORA declaration (San Francisco Declaration on Research Assessment) warns 
against the use of journal-based indicators such as the Impact Factor as a surrogate 
for the quality of individual articles or to evaluate a researcher’s academic 
contribution.72 The Impact Factor is a measure of how often the average article in 
the journal is cited and is often used as an indicator of the signifi-
cance of the journal. This particular measure has been criticized for 
being possible to manipulate by journals (which can exclude certain 
articles when constructing the measure) and that it camouflages the 
individual variation in quality across articles that are published in the 
same journal. 

The ideal according to the DORA declaration is to evaluate the individual research 
contributions in isolation, regardless of the publishing channel, and to use several 
different criteria in evaluations. The DORA declaration has been signed by several 
Norwegian institutions, including the Research Council of Norway (RCN). At the 
signing of the declaration, administrative director of RCN, John-Arne Røttingen, 
said, ‘By disregarding the status of publishing channels, it will be easier for scientists 
to publish in channels that do not rank high according to the Journal Impact 
Factor. In this way, DORA supports the Research Council’s goal of stimulating 
open access publishing.’.73 Hence, there is a link between Plan S, the desire for 
open access and which systems for evaluation of research can be realized.74 

The way in which the DORA declaration is being used in conjunction with Plan S 
shows that the principles in the declaration can be taken further than what is 
advisable. It is important to warn against potential misuse of the Impact Factor and 
other quantitative measures of journal quality in the evaluation of an individual 
researcher’s work, but it is potentially devastating to use the declaration as proof 
that journals are insignificant for research. 

                       
71 Norwegian Publication Indicator (2018) 
72 DORA (2012) 
73 https://www.forskningsradet.no/no/Nyheter/Forskningsradet_signerer_DORAerkleringen/1254035176334/p1174467583739  
74 Rice (2018b) 
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Looking at the publishing channels in relation to research evaluations does not 
necessarily imply focussing exclusively on the journal’s Impact Factor. There is 
indeed a positive correlation between the latter and a journal’s reputation among 
researchers in an academic discipline, but this correlation is far from perfect.75 As 
the selection of publishing channel also says much about a researcher’s 
professional perspectives and profile, information about journals is also valuable 
regardless of the journal hierarchy. 

The problem is not that researchers’ work is assessed, inter alia, based on the 
journals in which they have published, but that assessments become vulnerable if 
too much emphasis is placed on individual indicators or if they are used too rigidly. 
This also applies to the use of ‘hard measures’ at an individual level, such as the 
number of citations a researcher has achieved. Such measures can be manipulated, 
for example by self-citation and citation between researchers in closely interlinked 
research networks. 

It may also be difficult to evaluate early career researchers based on citations, since 
it often takes time before an important work is being noticed and starts generating 
citations and is cited by the academic environment –  especially if the young 
researcher does not have access to a large network. Citation practices also vary 
strongly between academic disciplines, for various reasons, and this leads to 
significant differences in the average number of citations for researchers in 
different disciplines. Several studies have shown that women are systematically 
less cited than men, controlling for quality, and that women consistently cite their 
own work (self-citation) less often than men do.76 The Norwegian system, with the 
Norwegian Publication Indicator, considers the publishing channel -not the number 
of citations for individual articles - precisely to avoid some of these problems. 

An alternative could be to abolish any use of quantitative measures, when 
evaluating journals, researchers or articles, and rather have evaluation committees 
read and assess the work ‘with fresh eyes’. However, this may in turn give rise to 
other types of biases based on the composition of the committee. In research 
evaluations, it is common practise that candidates are not anonymized and that 
committee members do not have specific competence in the academic discipline of 
each individual applicant. This may yield a more unpredictable basis for 
discretionary assessments than what is the case when peers and editors evaluate 
submitted manuscripts for a journal where only the very best works are accepted. 

The solution that is often used in evaluation situations is hence a combination of 
many different types of information – both objective and discretionary criteria – 
including information about publishing channels. This can have clear benefits both 
for the efficiency and the fairness of assessments. As Svein Stølen, Rector of the 
University of Oslo, puts it:77 

It is the quality of a researcher’s work that must be considered when financing projects, 
and regarding employment and so on. Let there be no doubt about it. Doubtless, this is 
easier said than done. How does one compare 150 different candidates for a widely 
advertised position? Do you put together an assessment committee that impartially 
reads all the work of each of the candidates –  candidates with a total breadth of study 
that often exceeds the committee’s primary field of competence by a long way? Or do 
you instead rely on a well-functioning peer review system that has ensured the 
development of journals with reliable quality control –  assured by using the best 
professionals in the field as editors and in the editorial committee? 

                       
75 See, for example, Hovi et al. (2016) for an example from Norwegian political science 
76 Dion et al. (2018) 
77 Stølen (2018) 
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Plan S implies that one has to move away from using this kind of information for 
evaluations in Norway, as grant recipients of the Research Council of Norway and 
other (Norwegian and foreign) candidates will not have the same opportunity to 
publish their work in the same places. In this case, it is likely that many more 
resources will have to be spent on committee work, for less accurate evaluations. 
There is solid documentation on the challenges associated with open evaluations of 
quality, both in terms of interdisciplinary research and gender. Both men and women 
generally underestimate the quality of women’s work, while overestimating the 
quality of that of men’s.78 Evaluating research will be a more costly and unpredict-
able process if grant evaluation- and recruitment committees cannot make use of 
information derived from the thorough quality assessment that research has already 
been through before publication in international journals with different profiles and 
varying criteria for quality and importance.79 

With the enormous amount of research publications and an 
increasing degree of specialization among researchers, there is a 
strong need for an information system that is transparent and can be 
used in various contexts where one wishes to evaluate research 
within or across disciplines. The existing journal system, which has 
developed gradually for decades in many academic disciplines, is 
such a system.80 It is going to be very difficult, uncertain and time-
consuming to establish such a system for new Gold OA journals.81 
During this process, it will be difficult for readers and researchers to 
orient themselves within research, and evaluations of research will 
be more unpredictable. If a hierarchy is established among Gold OA journals, the 
most selective journals will probably spend a great deal of resources on each article 
published and will then have to charge a higher article processing charge. Hence, 
these journals will no longer reflect quality and importance alone, but also the 
ability to pay.82 

These challenges may be greater in some academic disciplines than others. Within 
the humanities and social sciences – where the objective assessment of research 
quality can be very difficult – the loss of quality indicators embedded in the journal 
system may create particularly large problems.   

11. How do academic journals affect the quality of published 
research? 

Question 10 looked at the role of journals as a source of information about articles 
and research. Another important question is whether the journals also affect the 
quality of the articles. There are several reasons to believe that publishing in 
leading journals increases the quality of work done by researchers. 

First, the journal hierarchy creates incentives to fully exploit the potential of each 
paper. If an article has the potential to be ground-breaking for a given field, the 
author may invest heavily in improving it and sending it to a leading journal that 
may only accept 5% of the submitted manuscripts. If the article is accepted for 
publication, it is because the editor concludes, based on evaluation reports from 
three to four peer reviewers who are experts in the discipline, that it is of very high 
quality and truly significant. The author’s investment is rewarded, because the 

                       
78 Valian (2018) 
79 Lommerud (2018) 
80 Armstrong (2015), Hopland (2018) 
81 Hagen & Foss (2018) 
82 Armstrong (2015) 
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articles in this journal are met with great interest and the work’s ground-breaking 
potential is more easily realized. 

Second, it is well known that the bar to be published in quality journals is very 
high, and that hastily written manuscripts have little chance of being accepted for 
publication. There are good reasons why researchers should be given incentives to 
work long and thoroughly on each article. It provides the opportunity to detect and 
correct errors, incorporate new insights and revise the text multiple times so that it 
becomes as valuable as possible to the reader. The high threshold for publishing 
gives incentives to address anticipated counter-arguments from sceptical peers and 
to invest resources in conducting adequate and thorough analyses that convince not 
only the researcher, but also critical peers, that the findings are sound. These 
factors may increase the resources spent on each article and hence the quality of 
the published research. It is therefore more rational to put a lot of work into one 
article, rather than spreading the effort over many works, when the effort involved 
in the former is acknowledged and represented by publication in a 
very selective journal. 

Third, quality journals contribute directly to the quality of articles 
through peer review and revision. Long and rigorous peer reviews 
can provide the basis for so-called ‘revise and resubmit’ invitations, 
which means that the author gets the manuscript back with questions, 
comments and suggestions for revision and must submit a new, 
revised version. A published article in a good journal is often the result of several 
such rounds, in which the author has made extensive improvements and answered 
critical questions from the reviewers. The process often involves months of hard 
work and requires, for example, that the researcher read thoroughly up on previous 
research of which s/he was unaware, clarify arguments, discuss important 
objections, try out new methods (even if these take time to learn) and expose the 
findings to new tests to ensure that the conclusions are accurate. Journals with a 
high threshold for publication thus contribute to elevating the quality of the final 
research product and, in turn, increase the value of research to society. 

A transition to a system where all research is to be published in Gold OA journals 
could weaken the three mechanisms we have described above. Many of today’s 
journals, both the Gold OA journals and subscriptions-based journals, have 
relatively weak quality control and accept the vast majority of the submitted work. 
This is not simply the case for so-called predatory journals. Journals financed by 
article processing charges have an incentive to publish more articles and add fewer 
resources to peer review and editing so that they can earn a profit or prevent a loss. 
This is not just a theoretical possibility. In some Gold OA journals, where 
economic incentives come at the expense of quality control, members of editorial 
councils have resigned in protest or been fired for reacting to unethical publication 
practices.83 

We emphasize that similar problems do not occur as easily when 
journals are directly funded by institutions or funders (Platinum OA) 
rather than by article processing charges (Gold OA). 

A radical change in the role and significance of journals can thus 
have major ripple effects on the value of research. An immediate 
transition to publishing exclusively in Gold OA journals will, as 
documented in Question 3, supersede the existing journal hierarchy in most fields 
for researchers affected by Plan S. When information about these journals can no 
longer be used to assess these affected researchers and research groups, it is likely 
that the evaluations will, to a greater extent, count what can be counted, namely the 

                       
83 Kamerlin et al. (2018) 
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quantity of research, or they will slide into more subjective assessment methods 
with a higher risk of falling back on implicit biases. Incentives for individual 
researchers to work long and hard on every article will be reduced. 

Finally, if the number of submitted articles should increase, then the demand for 
peer reviews will also increase. It is already a challenge that established researchers 
receive more such review requests than they can handle, and editors hence spend a 
lot of time recruiting a sufficient number of competent peer reviewers. Peer review 
is a limited resource that will be poorly utilized if a far greater number of articles 
(of varying quality) are submitted for consideration. One can attempt to counteract 
this also by introducing a submission fee. However, this may prevent researchers 
who are more risk-averse or have more limited funding from submitting even their 
better work, rather than singling out only the articles of lowest quality. This will in 
turn create inequality between researchers and it may weaken the academic 
journals’ role as indicators of research quality.84  

12. How will Plan S affect the quality of Norwegian research? 

Questions 10 and 11 discuss the importance of academic journals in assessing and 
improving the quality of research. Here, we provide a summarized assessment of 
how Plan S can affect the quality of Norwegian research. 

First, the inability to publish in quality journals will lead researchers to publish in 
channels where quality assurance is not as strong and where a higher proportion of 
articles are accepted. In other words, where more of the mediocre and poor 
research will be published. 

Second, publishing in journals with lower thresholds for acceptance will weaken 
the demands on and incentives for Norwegian researchers to work long and hard on 
improving their research manuscripts before submission. If the threshold for publishing 
is lower, this may in the longer run also weaken the qualifications of 
Norwegian researchers and the quality of their work. This is because 
whether or not a researcher invests the necessary time and resources 
on time-consuming and meticulous data acquisition, updating metho-
dologies, or advancing the research agenda will not be decisive for 
whether or not their work gets published. 

Third, it may prove harmful to the evolution of knowledge production if academic 
literatures of a certain field begin to develop in parallel to one another, with researchers 
subject to Plan S publishing in one set of journals, and others publishing in another. 
Such segmentation of the journal market will not only hurt the research quality but 
also knowledge dissemination in general. Knowledge building is cumulative, and 
important insights to be found in parallel literatures can easily be overlooked. 
Although all parties will lose out, this will particularly affect researchers subject to 
Plan S, and especially researchers who have yet to establish their name in the field. 
For them, the publishing channel can be absolutely decisive as to whether their 
work is read or not. 

Fourth, it is likely that research environments that strive to be at the forefront of 
international research and who have the opportunity to research without funding 
from the Research Council of Norway or the ERC will avoid applying for research 
funding that is bound by Plan S. This leaves fewer resources and employment 
opportunities in the environments that deliver research of high international 
quality. This will also be visible in international rankings of universities – where 
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UiO, NTNU and UiB occasionally rank relatively high – since these rankings are 
influenced by where employees publish their work.85 At the same time, those 
research environments that do not have the goal of publishing in international 
research channels will have easier access to resources and be able to grow if 
competition for research funding is reduced. 

Fifth, when younger Norwegian researchers can no longer be evaluated based on 
whether they have published in leading journals, hiring processes could be less 
reliable and characterized to a greater extent by different subjective biases. This is 
a challenge even if Plan S is linked to the (contested) ideal not to base the 
assessment of researchers or the quality of their work on the 
reputation of journals in which they have published.86 If the best 
young researchers are not recruited, the quality of Norwegian 
research will be affected in the long term. However, if journals’ 
reputations continue to be used in assessing research quality – as will 
probably be the case in some Norwegian and most foreign research 
environments not affected by Plan S – Norwegian researchers will 
rank very poorly in competition for employment and funding. This 
point is further discussed in Question 16. 

Sixth, research environments that are not allowed to publish in the leading journals 
can appear less attractive to domestic and international research talents. This hurts 
recruitment and hence research quality in the long run. This effect is enhanced by 
the fact that internationally leading research environments will continue to be 
oriented around the journals excluded by Plan S. 

Seventh, international cooperation and project development with leading research 
environments that aim towards publication in quality journals will be more difficult. 
This will harm both the internationalization and the quality of Norwegian research. 
This point is further discussed in Question 19. 

13. How will Plan S affect the use of research findings? 

It is obvious that if the research findings which are currently behind pay-walls were 
openly available, they could be used by multiple actors. The value of increased 
accessibility is twofold. First, open access will make research easier to use by other 
researchers, thus contributing to development in the academic fields. Not even the 
biggest university libraries ensure access to all subscription journals that may be 
relevant for employees and students. Second, open access will make research 
findings more accessible outside the academic community. The two advantages of 
open access are best considered separately. 

The use of research findings among other researchers is reflected in 
the number of citations. The most comprehensive recent study of 
open access publications shows that open access articles are cited 
18% more often than other articles (Figure 4).87 However, this is an 
overall result for all types of open access articles. As mentioned in 
Question 2, approximately 70–89% of openly available articles are 
published in subscription-based journals. The open access is then secured through 
an article processing charge (Hybrid OA), open-access archiving of the manuscript 
(Green OA) or open access on the publisher’s website without a permanent open 
access license (Bronze OA). The articles in these three categories have a markedly 
greater impact and are cited 22–33% more often than the average. 

                       
85 Sørensen (2018) 
86 Khrono (2018), ScienceGuide (2018) 
87 Piwowar et al. (2018) 
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Figure 4. Relative citation frequency of academic articles, by type of access 

Source: Piwowar et al. 2018.  

For articles in Gold OA journals, however, the reverse is true. Such articles are 
cited 17% less often than the average and 8% less frequently than articles that are 
only found behind the subscription pay-wall. It is therefore worrying that Plan S 
only allows for this form of open access. 

One possible explanation for the fact that full open access journals generate fewer 
citations is that the articles published in this way are generally of lower quality or 
of less importance to the field. This may be because the journals have a lower 
threshold for accepting articles, that they contribute less to the development of 
manuscripts, or that authors choose to send their less significant work to Gold OA 
journals. Another explanation is that Gold OA journals are less able to link articles 
and potential readers. 

Plan S contains ambitions and possibly incentives that can help change these 
aspects of open access journals. However, it is highly uncertain as to what extent 
this will actually happen (ref. Questions 5 and 6) given the vast and demanding 
changes that are expected on a global scale. Given the current publishing options, 
an obligation to publish exclusively in Gold OA journals could lead to the work of 
researchers affected by Plan S having less impact.  

As regards the use of research results outside the academic community, there is no 
doubt that open access is crucial. Many journals are so important that virtually all 
researchers in the relevant fields will have access to them through their institution’s 
subscriptions, while other potential readers will have to buy individual articles 
from the publishers. 

Potential users of research findings outside the academic environ-
ment are very different. Some will specifically require detailed 
technical reports, typically published in article form. Given that 
these are companies or other actors working to drive innovation, it is 
very likely that the cost of paying for access to each article (or 
acquiring an article by sending an email to the author, for example) 
is very low compared to what they stand to gain from the information. A lack of 
open access will mean little to them in practice. For other users, this form will have 
limited value. For many (non-researcher) citizens, subscription pay-walls for 
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newspapers and magazines that summarize research material, such as Aftenposten 
and Dagens Næringsliv in Norway, will be a much larger realistic obstacle to 
accessing research findings. 

In any case, it is important not to equate ‘research findings’ with articles in 
academic journals. There is a growing emphasis on research communication and 
measures to strengthen the societal impact of research, and this work is largely 
based on making research-based insights available and relevant in forms other than 
academic articles.88 At the same time, the articles provide a crucial foundation to 
ensure that these insights have professional integrity and are acknowledged in the 
academic environment. It will be unfortunate if the focus on access to research 
articles, which is the basic idea of Plan S, detracts attention from other forms of 
user-targeted knowledge exchange.   

14. How will Plan S affect the value of research for society? 

One of the main arguments behind Plan S is that society benefits more from 
research that is freely available to everyone.89 It is undisputed that open access as 
such is a good thing for society. The preceding questions have, however, 
highlighted the various consequences of Plan S which may affect other aspects of 
the value of research. This assessment shows that the overall effect of Plan S on the 
value of research for society is uncertain. 

Figure 5 summarizes the argument in schematic form. Put simply, the value of 
research for society is a product of three factors: the quality of research, its 
relevance, and its accessibility. If one of three factors in this equation approaches 
zero, the overall value of the research will do the same; for instance, it is of little 
use if research is relevant and accessible, but lacks quality. Plan S could affect all 
of these three constituent parts. 

The quality of research is first and foremost a matter of its inherent characteristics, 
regardless of how it is published. Good journals, however, will help to enhance 
these qualities (ref. Questions 10 and 11). It is also important whether the quality 
of the research is recognized in the academic community, or whether it has to be 
evaluated by each user. Recognized journals make this assessment, thus facilitating 
users’ ability to identify high-quality research, as described in the 
discussion of the journal hierarchy as a source of information 
(Question 10). Plan S may weaken this significant and resource-
saving mechanism by increasing the number of articles published in 
little-recognized journals or mega-journals that accept any articles 
that satisfy a minimum quality requirement (ref. Question 7). 

The second element in assessing the societal value of research – relevance – encom-
passes both immediate usefulness (applied research) and its contribution to long-term 
knowledge (basic research). It is hard to say how and to what extent the relevance of 
research will be affected by Plan S. An optimistic scenario is that increased access to 
research papers for users outside the academic community will improve knowledge 
exchange between sectors, and over time increase awareness about the needs of 
potential users of research. A pessimistic scenario is that Plan S will fragment the 
research literature and thus possibilities to advance the research frontier. 

The third element – accessibility – lies at the heart of Plan S. However, it is 
necessary to distinguish between three different aspects of research accessibility: 
linking, access and communication.  

                       
88 Farbrot (2013) 
89 Nybø & Røttingen (2018b) 
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Figure 5. Relationship between Plan S and the value of research for society 

Note: (1) In the figure, ‘users’ designate both other researchers and users outside of the 
academic community. 

Most researchers work within disciplines where the number of possibly relevant 
articles that are published, far exceeds what they have capacity to read. In the 
context of information overload, the link between research articles and potential 
readers is a crucial element of the accessibility of research. Many articles may 
remain inaccessible in the sense that they are not discovered by the right readers. 
Search engines and algorithms that suggest relevant literature are important to 
connect articles and readers. Academic journals, however, play a crucial role in the 
collective development of specific research fields (ref. Question 7). Depending on 
how publishing patterns change with Plan S, there is a risk that necessary linking 
dimensions of research accessibility may be severely weakened. 

Plan S is specifically designed to ensure access to research-based knowledge (see 
Figure 5). There is no doubt that the plan will contribute to this objective. How 
extensive this effect will be, depends primarily on how much of the global research 
production will be subject to the requirements of Plan S. 

The third component of the accessibility of research lies in how knowledge is 
communicated. Whether research is conveyed to other researchers or to user groups 
outside the academic community, the accessibility of knowledge depends entirely 
on how it is expressed linguistically and visually. It is hard to say how Plan S will 
affect this aspect of the accessibility of research. 
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Plan S and research environments 

15. To what extent can researchers choose funding sources 
based on their publishing preferences? 

The idea that Plan S introduces a ‘ban’ against specific forms of publication has 
been dismissed with reference to the fact that researchers who do not wish to 
comply with the requirements will only then be prevented from applying for 
funding from those institutions that have signed the plan.90 There is reason to 
question how much of a choice this really is, and what the consequences would be 
should researchers have to consider publishing limitations in their assessment of 
where to seek funding. 

The need for external research funding varies greatly between sectors, institutions, 
academic disciplines and career stages. In Norway, researchers who rely heavily on 
external research funding include, in particular: researchers in the institute sector, 
researchers in subjects with high operating costs, and researchers who are early in 
their careers. Among these researchers, the relative importance of the Plan S-
funders varies. Many fields receive a large proportion of their research funding 
from other funders. This applies, for example, to medical research financed by 
health enterprises and applied social research funded directly by government and 
municipal authorities. Research environments focusing on basic research within 
certain areas of science, social science and humanities have far fewer alternative 
funding sources to choose between, 

The Research Council in Norway has had a consistently dominant 
position as a research funder in Norway. In several other countries 
where Plan S has gained a foothold, the situation is different, as the 
players who have signed Plan S are relatively small. In Sweden, for 
example, research funders FORMAS and FORTE have signed, while 
the Swedish Research Council, The Wallenberg Foundations and 
Riksbankens Jubileumsfond, among others, have not signed.91 

In Norway, tenured academic staff (in permanent positions) at 
universities are those who, in relative terms, have the greatest possibility to opt out 
of external funding with publishing restrictions. This applies especially to 
researchers in fields where larger research groups are not essential and who do not 
need to finance large operating costs. But even where this is possible, it is not 
necessarily desirable for the research environments, institutions and society, 
especially if the research environments that refrain from applying for such research 
                       
90 Interview with Nybø & Røttingen, Aftenposten, 19/09/2018 
91 Stølen (2018) 
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funding are internationally leading ones, with the right prerequisites for using 
external funding to produce new high-quality research and attracting new talent. 

Academic communities and institutions may also suffer if established researchers 
conclude that their research will have the greatest value if it can be published 
freely, and therefore opt out of external funding. This could in particular affect 
funding for recruitment positions and other positions for younger researchers, and 
limit the possibility of developing larger research groups which could ensure 
research environments positions over time. 

For Norwegian society, it would be unfortunate if researchers were to turn away 
from European research funding, given that Norway contributes large sums and the 
Research Council of Norway uses considerable resources to encourage Norwegian 
researchers to apply. 

16. How will Plan S affect career paths and gender equality in 
academia? 

Plan S poses particular challenges for temporary research staff, such as doctoral 
researchers and postdoctoral researchers. For permanent academic staff, Plan S 
could entail the loss of prestige and visibility in the academic community (if 
dependant on external funding with publication restrictions), or a reduced ability to 
build academic environments, or acquire new equipment or collect data (if not 
applying for research funds from, for example, the Research Council of Norway 
and the ERC). Meanwhile, these scenarios may also lead to reduced opportunities 
for obtaining promotion to full professor for permanent academic staff. 

For academic staff in temporary positions, on the other hand, Plan S 
can have more severe implications. The limitations put on publishing 
(in terms of journal choice) can reduce the chances for pursuing a 
research career, and lead to periods of unemployment and potentially 
result in research talents leaving academia for other occupations. 
This is because publishing in high-quality journals is one of the most 
important keys to employment in academia, both nationally and 
internationally. Within many disciplines, the academic labour market is now 
international, in the sense that Norwegian and foreign applicants are competing 
against each other for positions both in Norway and abroad.92 This has many great 
benefits for academia and overall knowledge production, but will also create some 
major challenges for countries affected by Plan S, such as Norway. Doctoral 
researchers Gjerløw and Nesje provide the following illustrative description: 

Publication in the best journals possible is essential for hiring in academia. Starting a 
research career today means years of temporary positions, where you hope to produce 
publications good enough to eventually be embraced by the biggest players. In this 
game, it now becomes crucial whether the temporary position one receives is sponsored 
by the Research Council of Norway or not. Winning the competition against foreign 
applicants – that are not subject to Plan S – will be close to impossible.93 

Groups which are already disadvantaged and have very uncertain prospects will be 
left with worse and more uncertain choices if they opt for a research career. This 
may have further negative secondary effects, not only on recruitment within 
Norwegian research but also on gender equality, as young female researchers 
appear to react more strongly to this type of career uncertainty than young male 

                       
92 See, for example, Lommerud 2018; Stølen (2018); Kamerlin et al. (2018); Sørensen 2018) 
93 Gjerløw & Nesje (2018) 
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researchers, according to a recent study conducted among young researchers in 
Norway.94 

In other words, if temporary staff affected by Plan S are forced to publish in lower 
quality channels, they will have reduced chances of qualifying in the competition 
for further temporary positions or for permanent ones. One side effect may be that 
the best research talents – who have the best career options both inside and outside 
academia – will avoid applying for doctoral and postdoctoral positions in projects 
covered by Plan S. The allocation of research talents, both within the sector and 
between sectors in the labour market, could thus be changed. This could negatively 
affect the quality of Norwegian research in the long term.   

However – as described in Question 11 – it is possible to imagine that the actual 
evaluation system for academic hiring would have to be changed with Plan S, to 
ensure equal treatment of all national and international candidates, for example, by 
eliminating the distinction between journals of lower and higher quality.95 As 
described above, this presents another set of challenges related to resource use and 
the possibility of quality evaluations becoming far more subjective and random. 

The latter suggests some more subtle and indirect negative consequences of Plan S, 
which will have a greater bearing on vulnerable groups. Despite its imperfections, 
there are ways in which the current publishing system has an equalizing effect, and 
has important positive effects on the career opportunities of talented young 
researchers and of female academics. An important factor is that the blind review 
that is used in many high-quality journals counteracts various psychological biases 
that can particularly affect unknown (i.e. younger) researchers, or researchers 
belonging to specific groups (e.g. women or particular ethnic minorities) who are 
subject to prejudices that make it more difficult for them to succeed in systems that 
are less dependent on anonymity. A set of systematic studies of five 
top journals within political science show a (for some, surprising) 
lack of gender bias in the publication process.96 This is in stark 
contrast to the findings from evaluation processes where the 
anonymity of researchers is not preserved, where negative stereotypes 
of women are given much more weight in the evaluation of their 
teaching97 and research quality (at least in certain types of 
committees98).99 

The clear indication of research quality that comes with publications in top, high-
quality, journals (see Question 10) permits the evaluations for jobs, promotions and 
research funding – processes that are rarely anonymized – to be based on more 
objective assessment factors than would otherwise have been the case. Without 
clear and comparable factors for comparison of CVs across gender, ethnicity, 
nationality, etc., there is greater opportunity for various subjective biases to affect 
the evaluation of candidates. This is likely to be detrimental to groups such as 
women and ethnic minorities, as extensive research has shown that these groups – 
even eliminating all other differences in qualification – are more often victims of 
this kind of baseless underestimation of skills and knowledge.100 

This type of bias, in the absence of clear and objective quality indicators, need not 
be limited to gender and ethnicity. It can easily arise in the evaluation of 
researchers who have taken a PhD at a prestigious institution (e.g. Harvard or 

                       
94 Akademiet for yngre forskere (2018) 
95 See, for example, Rice (2018b) 
96 Brown & Samuels (2018) 
97 See, for example, Boring (2017) 
98 Bagues et al. (2017) 
99 Regarding anonymity and the evaluation of women and men, see also Forschi (1996; 2000) 
100 Anderson et al. (2006). See also Coate et al. (2016); Howson et al. (2017). 
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Stanford in an international context, or UiO or NTNU in a Norwegian context) 
versus those of a different background, or if a researcher works within the ‘core of 
the academic discipline’ versus the ‘periphery’ of the discipline. In the absence of 
specific indicators of the quality of the publishing channel, committees may 
increasingly lean on simplistic indicators, such as the university at which the 
candidate was educated, or how ‘central to the subject’ the candidate’s work is. 

Another danger is that recruitment, to an even greater extent than in the current 
system, will be based on existing acquaintances and narrow networks. Without 
clear and objective standards for research quality, the space for (conscious or 
unconscious) prioritization of one’s own, of acquaintances, etc. will be much larger 
in employment situations. It may well become more difficult to detect cases of 
nepotism. What is more, it could be a rational response for risk-averse project 
leaders to recruit people they know rather than unknowns when it is difficult to 
assess the unknown researchers’ level of performance. 

These are of course very uncertain mechanisms and they are based on the premise 
that it is not easy to establish a well-functioning benchmark with which to evaluate 
research quality without using publishing channels as quality indicators. It must be 
emphasized that this point is applicable to more than just the implementation of 
Plan S: All reforms that make it more difficult to directly compare quality across 
researchers (who work with different themes, have different methods and 
theoretical backgrounds, etc.) will open the door for discriminatory evaluation 
mechanisms, such as unfounded prejudice and nepotism, to have a greater impact 
on outcomes in hiring, promotion and the allocation of research funds. 

17. How will Plan S affect the relationship between sectors and 
research environments in Norway? 

Many of the possible consequences of Plan S that we have outlined apply to the 
research system as a whole. The direct consequences of researchers’ ability to 
publish – as indicated in Question 15 – are determined, however, by whether their 
work is funded by the Research Council of Norway, the ERC, or other sources that 
have signed Plan S. 

The plan will have dramatic consequences for institutions and 
research environments that mainly have funding from the Research 
Council of Norway and the EU.101 These institutions are effectively 
the leaders in the competition for research funding in Norway, which 
is in line with the government’s priority planning. This applies, for 
example, to the Norwegian Centres of Excellence and to recipients 
of the prestigious ERC grants. When these research environments lose the 
opportunity to publish in the most relevant and well-reputed journals in their 
disciplines, they will experience greater difficulty in maintaining their professional 
positions in the international academic community.102 Plan S can thus lead to a 
gradual breakdown of Norway’s most outstanding research environments. 

Among those research environments affected by Plan S, the consequences they will 
face will depend on their own profile. For example, for institutions where 
researchers simply publish less, it will be cheaper, as fewer resources will have to 
be spent on article processing charges.103 Furthermore, it is reasonable to assume 
that publishing restrictions will have less of an effect on the behaviour of 
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researchers if they are already publishing in journals that are less selective and 
have lower quality thresholds. 

It is likely that Plan S will have even greater consequences for the institute sector 
than the university sector in Norway, even if there is great variation within each of 
these sectors. The overall difference is that the permanent academic staff at the 
universities have research time already funded by the institution. This may, at least 
in certain cases, make it easier to opt out of funding bound under Plan S (see 
Question 15). 

18. What financial consequences will Plan S have for research 
institutions? 

Plan S is partly motivated by the fact that journal subscriptions are very expensive 
and that a significant proportion of these subscription costs end up as profits for 
large publishing houses.104 The purpose of the plan is both to reduce the overall 
cost of publishing and to re-allocate the financing of these costs from readers to 
authors. A shift towards a model using article processing charges will, however, 
affect who will have the opportunity to publish in academic journals, as described 
in Question 8. But how will this affect the total expenses of research institutions? 

The institutions behind Plan S finance approximately 3.3% of 
research articles, globally.105 This means that most subscription-
based journals are likely to remain central channels for publishing. If 
so, Plan S will not ensure that libraries can unsubscribe from such 
journal.106 

The cost of article processing charges in Gold OA journals will thus 
present an additional cost to the institutions. The only immediate savings will be 
that there is no longer any need for the funding of hybrid publications for authors 
covered by Plan S. As the number of articles that require article processing charges 
will increase sharply, these expenses may be very high.107 The Research Council of 
Norway proposes that this will only be for a transitional period, as the goal is for 
all journals to have full open access.108 This is, however, still just a goal, and there 
is no guarantee that this scenario will actually be realized. 

The size of the article processing charges will have an impact both on researchers’ 
ability to publish and on the institutions’ total publishing expenses (see Question 
8). Plan S intends to limit these financial consequences by placing a cap on article 
processing charges.109 If this sum is too low to cover a journal’s actual cost per 
article, however, such a cap will weaken the capacities and roles of journals in 
assuring and elevating the quality of research articles (see Question 6). 

Plan S can also have indirect effects on the finances of institutions, by changing the 
cost-benefit analysis of applying for external research funding. Given that the 
award rate of both the Research Council of Norway and other European funders is 
often less than 10%, whether or not it is worth investing time and effort in 
comprehensive application processes, unless strictly necessary, is already a tough 
choice. Research groups at universities, where research time is already funded, 
may consider that restrictions on publishing in top journals make it less attractive 
to apply for research funds from funders who have signed Plan S (see Questions 17 

                       
104 Monbiot (2018); Longva (2018); Nybø & Røttingen (2018b) 
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and 15). This may be a rational assessment on the part of scholars (despite the fact 
that in absence of external funding it is difficult to further develop research groups 
and fund larger projects), but such an assessment will have clearly negative 
consequences for the finances of their home institutions. 

19. How will Plan S affect internationalization? 

International research collaboration is often linked to specific projects. This 
includes data collection and software development, not to mention research 
projects with the aim of joint publication of journal articles. International colla-
boration on research articles is very widespread, and in some fields articles with 
authors from more than one country make up over half of all published articles.110 
As described under Question 10, the existing system and hierarchy of journals is 
central to evaluating and signalling academic quality. Within many disciplines, 
there is relatively strong agreement on which are the best and second-choice 
journals.111 As a result, many researchers at the cutting edge of the discipline, 
internationally, will be reluctant to send their work to unknown journals.112 

Irrespective of whether you think this phenomenon is positive or 
negative, current norms among researchers entail that publishing in 
unfamiliar or low-quality channels – rather than in well-known, 
high-quality channels – will come at a great cost to both career 
prospects and research visibility. Empirical research clearly demon-
strates that norms change slowly,113 and there is little reason to 
believe that scientists are different from other people in this regard. 
In other words, there is little empirical evidence to show that 
initiatives such as Plan S will quickly be able to shift the international academic 
community’s evaluation of what makes a good indicator of research quality, or, in 
concrete terms, change researchers’ perceptions of which journals are of generally 
high or low quality. With fewer opportunities for researchers under Plan S to publish 
in high-quality journals, it will be harder for these researchers to enter into collabo-
rations and co-authorships with international colleagues at the research frontier. 

Specific collaborative projects linked to the publication of co-authored articles are 
likely often the starting point for the formation of more sustainable research 
networks, which, in turn, is more likely to spur future collaborative projects. By 
making it less attractive for foreign researchers to collaborate with Norwegian 
scholars on publishing, there is reason to believe that Plan S will indirectly weaken 
the international contact network of Norwegian researchers, and thereby also 
hamper long-term opportunities to engage in international research cooperation. 

Other aspects of the internationalization of Norwegian research may also be 
hampered by Plan S. For example, it is likely that Norwegian researchers under 
Plan S will find it harder to gain employment at foreign universities and research 
institutions. International careers may be blocked by the fact that Norwegian 
researchers funded by Plan S signatories cannot publish in the journals that provide 
the merits required for being employed at several high-quality international 
institutions. 

What is perhaps even more important for the quality of research at Norwegian 
institutions is that it will be difficult to recruit the most talented international 
                       
110 Nature 04/09/2018; Nature Index 15/11/2016 
111 See Hovi et al. (2016); Kalaitzidakis et al. (2011); Laband & Piette (2018)  
112 Experimental studies even suggest that researchers’ perception of the quality of a colleague‘s CV is weakened if articles published 
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applicants for positions funded by the Research Council of Norway or, for that 
matter, the ERC. Prospective foreign post-doctoral researchers will face the same 
problem as those described in the quotation from Gjerløw and Nesje114 under 
Question 16, if they accept such a position. This means that Norway will lose out 
on research talents going forward, and this is perhaps particularly unfortunate, as 
candidates from other parts of the world may bring new knowledge and fresh 
perspectives to Norwegian research institutions.  

20. How will Plan S affect academic freedom? 

We have mainly focused on the more practical consequences of Plan S. However, 
the initiative also touches on important questions of principles pertaining to 
academic freedom, and the opportunities of researchers to freely choose the 
channels through which they communicate their findings versus the management 
and sanctioning of researchers’ activities and their dissemination by 
government agencies. This point has been highlighted in the 
international debate on Plan S, for instance by Kamerlin et al., who 
propose that ‘Plan S both restricts the venues in which we may 
publish and mandates the restrictions we may place on the re-use of 
our research. Plan S thus clearly – and needlessly – violates our 
academic freedom’.115A particular publishing outlet can, as we have 
described, be very important for participation in the development of 
a research field.   

Academic freedom is linked to the ability to choose the content, form and medium 
of expression. Academic freedom is recognized as an important civil right in the 
literature on democracy and rights, and by various international declarations and 
courts.116 Measures of academic freedom are thus also included in some key cross-
national democracy indices.117 

Beyond the broader principles and normative questions about academic freedom as 
a civil liberty, restrictions on researchers’ ability to freely choose between 
publication outlets have raised unresolved legal issues in various countries 
(including Germany),118 but also in Norway. Gundersen argues that Plan S is in 
contradiction with current Norwegian law because ‘it is stated in the University 
Act that the individual researcher can freely publish his research as he wishes and 
that there can be no lasting limitations on this right.’119 As Graver points out, the 
introduction of an effective ban on publishing in non-authorized channels may be a 
violation of freedom of expression.120 In this respect, Plan S raises an important 
discussion on whether research funders can (and should) determine the channels in 
which researchers are allowed to publish. One counterargument is that researchers 
can still publish where they want, simply by not applying for grants from funders 
who have signed Plan S. We discussed the practical relevance of this argument and 
problematized this as a “free choice” for researchers in Question 15. 

Choice of publication outlet is relatively important in many cases, even beyond the 
considerations pertaining to quality discussed above. Many journals have specific 
thematic, methodological and theoretical orientations, and in many situations, there 
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are only a few specialist journals that will be relevant for a prospective research 
article. The problem of identifying a relevant outlet will be greatly exacerbated if a 
significant proportion of journals are no longer to be considered as authorized 
publishing channels. The ultimate consequences of such restrictions may be that 
certain research environments and individual researchers will have problems 
publishing any work whatsoever in relevant channels, or that researchers must 
consider strategic compromises in their work (e.g. changing methodology or 
selecting a specific theme) in order to publish. 

One final point that has been highlighted in the debate about Plan S relates to the 
requirement that research should use an open license, preferably the so-called CC 
BY license. This is a technical discussion that we will not go into in detail. The CC 
BY license implies that readers should be free to read, share and reuse the licensed 
material without having to ask permission from the author, so long as the author is 
credited. Open use of research is a basic prerequisite for the effective utilization of 
existing research for cumulative knowledge building, and is in line with current 
standards and practices in most research fields. A conceivable problem related to 
this Plan S requirement of using specific licenses is if some actors seek to use the 
existing research for commercial purposes without the consent or remuneration of 
the researcher who generated the findings. This issue requires a thorough 
investigation of the complex interactions between research, innovation and 
business interests in different sectors. One potential problem could occur if, for 
example, other actors seek to patent innovations where research under a CC BY 
license has been included as an important component.121 
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The way forward 

Knowledge base and goal orientation 

Plan S is inspired by important objectives that have broad support. However, the 
initiative is not founded on a holistic approach to the strengths and weaknesses of 
the current situation and likewise a thorough assessment of the benefits and costs of 
alternative approaches is missing. The Norwegian Government states that ‘incomplete 
or inadequate assessment increases the risk of making unsuccessful policy decisions 
that cannot be implemented, that have unwanted effects or that are a waste of 
societal resources’.122 The Consultation Act establishes a minimum requirement for 
all investigations in the form of six questions that must be answered:123 

1. What is the problem and what do we want to achieve? 
2. Which measures are relevant? 
3. What fundamental questions do the measures raise? 
4. What are the positive and negative effects of the measures, how durable are 

they, and who will be affected? 
5. Which measures are recommended, and why? 
6. What are the prerequisites for successful implementation? 

The communication around the launch of Plan S to a certain extent sheds light on 
question 1, and in part question 5, while questions 2, 3, 4 and 6 are only touched on 
lightly, or not at all. There is a mismatch between the overarching objective of Plan S 
to increase the value of research to society, on the one hand, and the implementation 
of measures that are directed towards only one element that adds value – open access 
– without considering the consequences of these measures on other key elements: 
quality, relevance, linking, and communication (see Figure 5 in Question 14). 

Given the uncertainty surrounding the potential effects of the measures in Plan S, 
there is a need for a scenario-based approach. The proposed measures must be 
considered in light of the probability and consequences of the different scenarios. 
We have chosen such an approach in this report (see Figure 1). The Global Young 
Academy has done the same and outlined a positive and negative scenario for how 
Plan S will play out over the first three years after implementation.124 The purpose 
of a scenario-based approach is to allow for the systematic tweaking of the 
implementation of Plan S, such that the risk of negative outcomes is minimized, 
and the probability of positive outcomes maximized. 
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Cooperation for common goals 

There is broad consensus that open access to research is an important benefit, that 
public research funds should be used as efficiently as possible, and that the quality 
of research - and how research is further utilized - are crucial to societal utility. 
Within this consensus framework, there are ample opportunities for collaboration 
on measures and solutions that help achieve these goals, and balance trade-offs 
between them, in the best possible way. The funders behind Plan S have, to some 
extent, encouraged such cooperation. The Director of the Research Council of 
Norway invites research environments to collaborate on the implementation of 
Plan S,125 and the EU Commission’s special envoy on open access hopes for active 
collaboration with publishers.126 

The possibilities for constructive cooperation are, however, hampered by the fact 
that the key premises for Plan S were determined in advance, and that the calls for 
collaboration are limited to how the plan is to be implemented, while certain (partly 
controversial) principles are settled. Many of the challenges and the negative 
scenarios will be unavoidable unless some of the fixed principles – including the 
time frame of Plan S – are subject to discussion and change. 

Opportunities for collaboration have also been mitigated by two other factors. Firstly, 
Plan S has partly been promoted through the concealment and distortion of the 
actual problems and consequences that this initiative may create. For example, the 
European Commission’s special envoy on open access presented Plan S before the 
European Council of Doctoral Candidates and Junior Researchers (EURODOC) 
with unfulfillable promises that the transition to the author-pays model will be ‘at 
no cost’ to any researcher, that there will be a multitude of quality open access 
journals, and that transition to new criteria for quality assessment will be an 
unequivocal benefit for younger researchers.127 Two weeks later, EURODOC 
endorsed Plan S. 

In Norway, the Minister of Education stated that ‘some’ of the high quality 
journals will be excluded by Plan S, while in reality it will be the vast majority – 
and in many disciplines all – of the top journals (Level 2) that will be excluded 
(ref. Question 3).128 Furthermore, the Research Council of Norway’s own article on 
Plan S presents the impact of open access on citations in a misleading way to lend 
support to the plan. What the source actually shows, is that the only forms of open 
access articles that are more frequently cited than non-OA articles are those that 
Plan S (explicitly or effectively) excludes.129 When major players employ such 
misleading descriptions, it becomes more difficult to find common solutions. 

The second serious challenge to constructive collaboration is that Plan S may be 
used as leverage to promote far more controversial and radical goals. The official 
version of Plan S assumes that quality journals will continue to be important, but 
that their funding model must be changed in order to reduce the profits of large 
publishers. At the same time, the plan is used as a platform for those with a desire 
to eliminate academic journals with peer reviews from the research system.130 This 
agenda has been around for many years but has been relatively peripheral and 
concentrated in certain circuits. The argument is that rather than letting 
professionals and editors filter research, and then publish, one should first publish, 
then let readers filter.131 The model is inspired by blogging: anyone can freely 

                       
125 Røttingen (2018b) 
126 Times Higher Education (2018) 
127 Smits (2018) 
128 Interview with Iselin Nybø, Aftenposten (2018a) 
129 Forskningsrådet (2018), see Question 13 and Piwowar et al. (2018). 
130 Rentier (2018), Rice (2018a) 
131 Gauntlett (2012), Hunter (2012) 



 

45 

publish their own blog, and the readers collectively determine which blogs become 
influential and which blogs never break through. 

Such a model for research publishing will have major consequences for the research 
system’s effectiveness and for the role of research in society. It is probably not 
supported by all Plan S signatories and supporters. Statements from key players 
behind the plan can nevertheless be interpreted as leaning towards this model. The 
Director of the Research Council of Norway believes that responsibility for quality 
assurance can be placed on the author,132 and he expects that 85% of today’s journals 
‘will not exist in a few years’ time’.133 The President of the Netherlands Organisation 
for Scientific Research states that ‘I do not want to know at all’ where a researcher 
has published his articles.134 These are highly controversial predictions and views. 

It is unclear which of the actors behind Plan S hold the view that peer-reviewed 
journals are not relevant to the production of high-quality research, and to what 
extent such a position will be expressed in the implementation of the plan. The 
DORA declaration, which is often referred to, can be interpreted as having such a 
view, but this declaration is also open to interpretation and may be compatible with a 
research system where journals still raise and ensure the quality of academic work. 

If one were to observe the various recommendations that have followed the 
announcement of Plan S – and which have been presented as necessary ‘adjustments’ 
in extension of Plan S – such as abandoning the system of ranking publication 
outlets based on quality, it is clear that this would break with established practices 
outlined in Norwegian research policy and have an impact far outside the remit of 
the Research Council of Norway (such as the allocation of core funding to research 
institutions, which currently depends partly on the number of articles published in 
Level 1 and Level 2 journals). The implementation of Plan S can therefore be 
expected to have major effects on Norwegian research policy and on the sector in 
general. Given that Plan S is much more than a simple change in contractual terms 
of projects funded by the Research Council of Norway, as it has sometimes been 
presented, the introduction of the plan requires critical assessment, thorough 
considerations and deliberate strategies by the political leadership. National 
research policy should not be reduced to damage control after the plan has been 
implemented in full, as designed by an international working group. 

Recommendations 

Our recommendations are based on the premises that immediate open access to 
research is an important asset and that governments, funders, publishers and 
researchers must work together to attain this objective. Furthermore, we assume 
that Plan S, in one form or another, will be implemented, although some funders 
may withdraw when the implementation plan is unveiled and/or when the 
consequences of the plan are better documented. 

Recommendations to Norwegian authorities (Ministry of Education 
and the Research Council of Norway) 

1. Promote constructive collaboration through an open and honest approach to the 
consequences of Plan S. This requires a facts-based discussion of both the 
possibilities and limitations of publishing without subscription-based funding. 

                       
132 Røttingen (2018c) 
133 Interview with John-Arne Røttingen, Khrono (2018) 
134 Interview with Stan Gielen, ScienceGuide (2018)) 
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2. Invite a consultation with stakeholders on the consequences of Plan S in 
accordance with the Consultation Act as soon as the implementation plan is 
available. Several of the points that will be decisive for the impact of the plan 
(such as the possibilities for self-archiving) are still unclear but will need to be 
specified in the near future. 

3. Make a politically and professionally well-founded decision, once the 
consultation is concluded, as to whether the Research Council of Norway should 
remain affiliated with Plan S or withdraw until further notice. Such a decision 
must be independent of the involvement of employees at the Research Council of 
Norway in implementing Plan S at a European level. 

Recommendations to the Plan S Implementation Working Group 

4. Prepare good standards for self-archiving and facilitate Green OA solutions as 
practical alternatives. These solutions will have to ensure searchability and 
immediate open access while allowing the opportunity to publish in established 
academic journals. Whether or not there will be opportunities for Green OA within 
Plan S is perceived by many to be central in limiting the negative impact on 
research quality.135 By adjusting the highly specific and stringent requirements for 
license type, copyright and for public release of archived versions on the same day 
as the article publication date, it will be easier to use self-archiving to ensure open 
access. 

5. Ensure that the measures promoting open access provide room for subject-
specific adjustments. Plan S is partly marked by experiences from medical and 
natural sciences being projected onto social sciences and humanities without any 
other adjustments than those relating to the publication of books. Even within the 
major fields of study, there are differences between disciplines in terms of 
publishing practices and the roles that journals play in the development of 
knowledge.  

6. Collaborate with publishers and editors to develop models for open access. 
Implementation of Plan S should not be driven by unilateral requirements; rather, it 
should be built on dialogue with publishers and journal editors about possible 
adaptations to the system that will combine the need for open access with 
maintaining the contribution of journals to the value of research. The profits of 
major commercial publishers have overshadowed the challenges of the many non-
commercial publishers in the face of Plan S, and this has drawn attention away 
from the potential contributions of publishers in the transition to open access 
publishing. 

7. Financially support open-access journals owned by scholarly societies or other 
academic communities. There are many advantages to a model in which editorial 
teams purchase publishing services, as opposed to a model in which publisher-
owned journals purchase editorial services. Funders should offer to cover the gap 
between expenses for running the journals and the revenue from article processing 
charges after a transition to open-access publishing. Most preferably, such funding 
should cover costs so that article processing charges are not needed (Platinum OA), 
given the many potential problems associated with the article processing charge 
model of publishing (see Recommendation 8). 

8. Secure reliable and non-discriminatory financial solutions to article processing 
charges. With the introduction of Plan S, it will be important to ensure that there 
will be sufficient funds for financing the article processing charges of all 
researchers. This challenge manifests itself on several levels: internally at each 

                       
135 Kamerlin et al. (2018) Schneider (2018), Suber (2018) 
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institution, nationally, and internationally. Research itself will suffer if, for 
example, researchers without a permanent institutional affiliation and researchers 
in less prosperous countries lose the opportunity to publish in the channels that best 
promote the value of their work. If leading journals increasingly require article 
processing charges, even researchers not covered by Plan S will have to secure 
funding for them. Therefore, comprehensive financial solutions – for example in 
the form of sufficiently large funds – at the international and national levels are 
preferable to solutions at the institutional level.  
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