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CLAIM: Free access �  more readership �  more
citations

COROLLARY: Subscription-access model severely
limits access to scientific information

FACT: Freely accessible scientific articles are cited
more than subscription-access articles (2-7x)

Starting Assumptions
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Observational
Studies

Open Access
articles

Subscription-access
articles

Citation differences
attributed to access
status

In observational studies,
differences may be the result of
unmeasured causes.

Also difficult to discern direction
of causality.

Methods
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Randomized Controlled
Trials

Treatment (OA)

Control (Subscription)

Articles [Journal]

Random
assignment

Compare
readership
and
citations

RCTs reduce bias and
increase likelihood that
observed differences can be
attributed to the treatment
alone.

Observation period

Methods
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Open green lock

Freely available from publishers website

Randomization
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Davis et al. BMJ 2008;337:a568

OA increases downloads



7†Articles from APS study, see: Davis et al. BMJ 2008;337:a568

downloads con’t



8†All articles published in Physiological Genomics by the APS

downloads con’t
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OA may not increase Citations

Multiplicative Effect of
OA on Citations

†Davis et al. BMJ 2008;337:a568



Why readership but no citation effect?
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Readers

Authors of ISI-
indexed journal
articles

 Authors

Beneficiaries of
Open Access

Already have
access to
the literature

Rectifying discrepancy



• Randomized experiments show little (if any) OA
citation effect; however, they do show article
download effect.

• The “OA citation advantage” appears largely to
be an artifact of self-selection (better articles
made freely-available).

• If an “OA citation advantage” does exists, it is
smaller than initially estimated, and may be
declining with time†.
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Summary

†P. Davis. Author-choice open access publishing in the biological and medical literature.
JASIST 2009; 60:3-8  http://hdl.handle.net/1813/11647



Free access to the scientific
literature

• Increase dissemination of research results

• Speed up the transfer of knowledge to industry
• Improve health care

• Empower the general public
• Reach the disadvantaged in developing

countries
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So what?

• A citation advantage is not  a benefit of OA


