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Abstract 

Scholarly publishing is currently undergoing a digital-era transition that provides both oppor-
tunities and challenges for improving the moral dimensions of this enterprise. The 
stakeholders in scholarly publishing need to consider the moral foundations of knowledge 
production and access that underlie models of scholarly publishing. This report identifies 
seven moral dimensions and principles to open-access scholarship and data. 

OSI2016 Workgroup Question 

Does society have a moral imperative to share knowledge freely, immediately, and without 
copyright restriction? A legal imperative? Why or why not? What about research funded by 
governments? Corporations? Cancer research? For that matter, is our current mechanism for 
funding scholarly publishing just or unjust? What other models are there? What are the pros 
and cons of these models? What is the likelihood of change? 

 
 
Introduction  

Scholarly publishing is currently undergo-
ing a transition in the digital era that 
provides both opportunities and challeng-
es for improving the moral dimensions of 
this enterprise. The stakeholders in schol-
arly publishing—who range from the 
inner circles of editors, researchers, pub-
lishers, and librarians to the outer reaches 
of a global and interested public—need to 
consider the moral foundations of 
knowledge production and access that 
underlie models of scholarly publishing. 

The moral transition in publishing is the 
transition between a current paradigm and 
a new paradigm yet to be fully forged. The 
current paradigm values classical “liberal” 

values of ownership of intellectual proper-
ty, the right to exploit assets that one has 
legitimately acquired for exclusive person-
al gain, noninterference with one’s own 
pursuit of knowledge and reward, and 
additionally, respect for authority, which 
in publishing comes from the opinions of 
peers and from vetting via the peer-review 
process. The new, evolving paradigm 
stresses freedom of access without imped-
iment or cost (in effect, conferring on 
knowledge what has previously been a 
human right), the right of others to access 
one’s own work in detail for their own use 
in the name of the greater good, an im-
plied commitment to make data freely 
available notwithstanding the cost and 
effort to obtain or derive it, surrender of 
control and possibly credit for the work 
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performed as the data and findings are 
freely disseminated, and abolition or at 
least dramatic reduction of the gatekeeper 
role of reviewing, with possible substitu-
tion by post-publication peer review. 

The legal, if not the moral, case for the 
current paradigm was forged in the nine-
teenth century, in an era when scholars 
were drawn from the elite and privileged 
spectrum of society; this case seems 
anachronistic today. At the time, however, 
it liberated and extended legal protection 
to scholars and protected the viability of 
the publishing enterprise on which they 
depended for dissemination of their work. 
The new paradigm, which remains to be 
developed in detail, is well suited for a 
world in which knowledge is no longer a 
commodity but a resource that, like water, 
is necessary for life, and dissemination is 
no longer a technical problem. 

Transition to a new moral paradigm re-
quires that Open be clearly defined and 
the terms under discussion limited (e.g., 
post-publication review is not necessarily 
integral to open access (OA) but is fa-
vored by it) so that the implications of 
each step can be discussed. Everyone’s 
interest is best served by making this dis-
cussion explicit, frank, and centered on 
best use of knowledge. The discussion 
should be inclusive of all parties and while 
grounded on utilitarian philosophy, which 
in this case centers on promoting scholar-
ship and encouraging application over 
individual gain, must be respectful of the 
consequences for authors and publishers. 
The transition will produce losers and 
winners, each of whom have legal and 
ethical rights as well as interests at stake. 

In this transition period, we need to en-
courage a period of exploration and grace 

in the search for new models, while being 
prepared to judge such efforts by the 
highest moral standards. We must consid-
er, for example, whether a particular 
invention maximizes the new digital af-
fordances in order to increase universal 
access. 

We consider it our responsibility to make 
judgements about the morality of acts, 
artifacts, systems, and processes, but not 
on the morality of people and organiza-
tions. Judging the latter is dangerous and 
misleading: nobody judged immoral is 
beyond redemption, and no one judged 
moral is beyond error. 

Our goal in articulating the moral dimen-
sions of open is to help others, as well as 
ourselves, understand how to increase the 
moral and ethical value of our activities 
and actions in the area of scholarly com-
munication. We see the careful and 
deliberative articulation of these dimen-
sions to be agents of change in 
themselves. 

Principles/Dimensions 

(1) Most fundamentally, we recognize 
the moral responsibility to maximize 
the benefits of scholarly publishing for 
the larger society. Thus, we need to op-
timize the dissemination and distribution 
of scholarly knowledge, for all kinds of 
users with diverse reading needs, and limit 
extended embargoes (e.g., they should be 
no more than 12 months) that prevent 
researchers, locally and globally, from 
using, and benefitting from, the most up-
to-date research. 

We want to take full advantage of the 
introduction of the Internet as a publish-
ing medium without turning our back on 
the value associated with the historical 
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continuities of scholarly publishing. At the 
forefront of what has changed: duplica-
tion of digital information is a mechanism 
for creating additional value without addi-
tional effort. This fundamental change 
implies a corresponding, foundational 
moral imperative to take advantage of the 
opportunity—to extend the value of re-
search as a public good by increasing 
public access to it. 

Because of the huge potential of research 
to improve the human condition, failure 
to seek ways of improving scholarship, 
scientific understanding, and innovation 
by openly sharing new knowledge and 
enabling verification of prior results is a 
moral lapse. Change should be guided by 
the goal of improving the quality and 
availability of research and scholarship. 
This involves reducing barriers to partici-
pation that result from economic and 
geopolitical factors that may impede re-
search contributions, collaborations, and 
utilization. 

(2) The moral argument for open ac-
cess to scholarly publications is 
strengthened by the nature of OA as 
an enterprise, which is distinguished 
from other types of publishing, and intel-
lectual property more generally, by several 
factors:  

a) OA funding models, for example, are 
based on researchers being paid in ad-
vance to conduct research, which 
includes writing up the work and see-
ing it published, while not being 
dependent on royalties from this pub-
lication to make a living or being paid 
for this writing as a work-for-hire, 
which apply to writers and authors 
more generally.  

b) A work of research and scholarship 
finds its value in its use by others ra-
ther than in the extent of its sales. 
Anything that interferes with or di-
minishes that use reduces its value to 
its creator.  

c) Claims of veracity or accuracy in a 
work of research and scholarship de-
pend on the principle of the work 
being subject to review by any and all; 
this again calls for the maximum pos-
sible access at the time of publication. 

(3) Researchers have a moral obliga-
tion to make scholarship discoverable, 
accessible, interoperable, and reusa-
ble. This requires budgeting accordingly. 
Likewise, users of research outputs, in-
cluding data, have a moral obligation to 
cite or otherwise give credit to this use in 
their published research. 

(4) Economic models have moral im-
plications (e.g., APCs, subscriptions, 
“gratis OA,” “libre OA,” etc.). They 
should be designed with a view to global 
fairness as well as how they reward ethical 
and effective behavior. 

(5) Transparency in finance and cost is 
a moral principle (e.g., where and for 
what are the costs of publishing and ser-
vices such as copy-editing, etc.). The 
moral principle behind cost effectiveness 
ensures that money is not needlessly spent 
on publishing that could be spent on re-
search itself, as the economist Ted 
Bergstrom and colleagues have effectively 
shown.1 Publishers of all varieties should 
comply with standards of transparency (as 
far as the law allows) that enable judge-
ment to be made regarding cost 
effectiveness. Fairness in cost effective-
ness is key. In this OA transition, we need 
transparency of costs and cost effective-
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ness so that all research stakeholders 
know what publishing costs, why they are 
paying for publishing services, and how 
they can budget money towards research, 
data management, and publishing where 
appropriate.2 

Transparency is also relevant to re-
search methods and processes, 
including peer review, that result in more 
ethical research and less duplication of 
results. 

(6) The scholarly system has a moral 
obligation to realign academic incen-
tives. The incentive system must take into 
account many factors other than the tradi-
tional “articles published in prestigious, 
high impact journals,” since the strong 
emphasis on this measure alone encour-
ages bad behavior such as claim-jumping, 
inflation or even falsification of results, 
and over-hyping of the implications of 
research. 

For example, a researcher whose data-set 
is reused in someone else’s subsequent 
publication deserves credit for their origi-
nal data contribution. Standards are 
beginning to be developed for such prac-
tices.3 We believe that data-sharing must 
be rewarded if we want this moral, benefi-
cial behavior to increase. At the same 
time, we believe that researchers and 
scholarly publishers need to respect rights 
of privacy, both individual and socio-
cultural (e.g., indigenous peoples who 
have a right to their own property and 
protocols). 

(7) Moral ends should be pursued via 
moral means. This is a broad require-
ment that can be interpreted in many 
ways, but may include the following: 

• Respect for ethical discourse: Treat-
ing each other well and attentively, 
even when we disagree (some 
workgroup members conceded that 
they have not always done well at 
this). 

• Thoughtfulness: Making an effort to 
avoid, be on the look-out for, and be 
prepared to remedy the unintended 
consequences of changes intended to 
increase the openness of research and 
scholarship.  

• Respect for the rule of law within 
the academic community, including, 
but not limited to, respect for intellec-
tual property law. This does not 
preclude efforts to challenge in the 
courts or change through legislation 
the law when it is seen to fail “to 
promote the progress of Science and 
the useful Arts” (in the case of the 
U.S. constitutional clause on intellec-
tual property). Examples include 
excessive copyright terms barring ac-
cess to historic publications (which 
has been challenged unsuccessfully to 
date in the courts) and rights for re-
searchers to conduct text-mining. The 
moral underpinning here is that the 
law is intended to be a reflection of 
our morality, and that laws change as 
our moral understanding changes. 
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