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There is a need for more nuanced and theoretically grounded analysis of the 
socio-political consequences of methodological reforms proposed by the open research 
movement. This paper contributes by utilising the theory of academic capitalism and 
considering how open research reforms may interact with the priorities and practices of 
the capitalist university. Three manifestations of academic capitalism are considered: the 
development of a highly competitive job market for researchers based on metricized 
performance, the increase in administration resulting from university systems of 
compliance, and the reorganization of academic labour along principles of 
“post-academic science”. The ways in which open research reforms both oppose and align 
with these manifestations is then considered, to explore the relationships between 
specific reforms and academic capitalist praxis. Overall, it is concluded that open 
research advocates must engage more closely with the potential of reforms to negatively 
affect academic labour conditions, which may bring them into conflict with either 
university management, or those who uphold the traditional principles of an ‘all round’ 
academic role. 

The term ‘Open research’ often refers to a grassroots 
movement of researchers calling for reform of standard 
methodological practices and reporting, which currently 
lack transparency and enable the proliferation of epistemi
cally unreliable findings. Recently, Uygun-Tunç et al. (2021) 
critically reviewed claims by scholars including Mirkoswi 
(2018), Callard (2022) and Peterson & Panofsky (2020, 
2021) that open research is a politically neoliberal project. 
Uygun-Tunç et al.'s conclusion was that this premise is in
herently flawed: open research is not a unitary entity and 
comprises a diverse set of suggestions for reform, and there 
is no direct link between methodological reforms and polit
ical ideology. Instead, there are complex, heterogeneous re
lationships between specific methodological practices, the 
axiological position from which their benefits are consid
ered, the policies and regulations which incentivise their 
use, and the political and ideological positions with which 
such policies are connected. 

However, given the potential impact of open research re
forms on the existing research ecosystem and labour con
ditions of researchers, a critical examination of the socio-
political consequences of such reforms is a timely and 
important endeavour (Uygun-Tunç et al., 2021). The pre
sent paper provides discussion of these issues via two novel 

initiatives. First, I focus specifically on the role of universi
ties in the research ecosystem, including the internal poli
cies and strategies they may develop to support and/or in
centivise open research practices. Second, I use the theory 
of academic capitalism (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2009) to pro
vide a more specific, historically situated definition of ne
oliberalism as applied to universities and ‘the academy’ in 
the context of the scholarly landscape. This landscape is 
described using the Open Scholarship Framework (Knowl
edge Exchange, 2017), which arranges actors into three lev
els: the labour to produce knowledge is done at the ‘micro’ 
level by individual researchers, who are employed and coor
dinated by ‘meso’ level actors including universities, schol
arly societies, publishers, and platform providers; Meso-ac
tors are directed and regulated by ‘macro’ level actors of 
national and multinational research funders and govern
ments. This is a dynamic system in which the priorities, ac
tions, and influence of actors at all levels are in flux, often 
in bidirectional ways. 

My analysis will allow for a consideration of how the re
forms proposed by the open research movement may be 
practically implemented by universities. It will also con
sider how the use of specific open research practices may 
oppose and/or disrupt academic capitalist praxis, as well as 
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how policies employed by universities to promote open re
search can align with and facilitate managerialism and ne
oliberal principles in universities, and the potential impact 
of this on researchers in the future. 

Academic Capitalism and Research     

‘Academic Capitalism’, ‘Neoliberalism’, and ‘Managerial
ism’ are all terminologies that have been used interchange
ably in some contexts, and to describe distinct phenomena 
in others (Tight, 2019). Having been informed primarily by 
Münch (2014), Tight (2019), Slaughter & Rhodes (2009), 
Shepherd (2008), Jessop (2018), and Klikauer (2013), in this 
work I will define Academic Capitalism as the tendency for 
universities as individual actors to operate in competition 
with each other in markets, competing over both economic 
and social capital. This tendency is manifested in their pri
orities, activities, internal organisation, and management. 
Such markets are the result of Neoliberalism, a strand of po
litical economic philosophy designed to create the condi
tions which form unregulated, tariff-free markets in what
ever area it is applied, through the use of policy, 
governance, and legislation to promote competition 
through the competitive allocation of resources (e.g., fund
ing). Finally, Managerialism is a primary way that academic 
capitalism is implemented in universities, in utilising pro
fessional managers and private sector business ideology to 
make decisions about the way that the university is run. 
These definitions will limit the scope of the paper primarily 
to the activities of the university, and the ‘academy’ of 
scholars within, rather than the influence of capital on 
other areas of the scholarly ecosystem. The terms “re
searchers”, “scholars”, “academics” and “faculty” will be 
used interchangeably to describe those employed by uni
versities at least in part to conduct scholarly research. 

Academic capitalism affects all arenas in which univer
sities engage in competition with each other, including re
search, which has become a key aspect of most universities’ 
purpose and public identity (Brink, 2018). Informal com
petition between universities in the arena of research has 
always existed: comparing achievements and reputation is 
not a novel development as a result of neoliberalism. How
ever, academic capitalism changes the nature of the compe
tition, including the rules and rewards, and who is respon
sible for the governance of the research process (Münch, 
2014). In order to properly assess these changes and their 
impact, a brief comparative view of the ‘traditional’ re
search governance model is warranted. 

The Traditional Model of Research Governance       

In the ‘traditional’ model of research governance, it is 
academics who are primarily responsible for organising the 
endeavour of collaborative knowledge production. They are 
employed as autonomous scholars, but participate in the 
‘academic game’, a social institution whose rules structure 
the production and distribution of knowledge (Münch, 
2014). In this game, a researcher’s contribution to knowl
edge is offered to the broader academic community in a 
‘gift exchange’, receiving recognition and prestige in return. 

Whilst the ‘gift’ metaphor implies taboos against counting 
or quantitatively valuing contributions, novel or high-qual
ity pieces of research that significantly advance knowledge 
are well-received and prestige allocated accordingly. As 
such, the game is competitive, but this competition chan
nels a researcher’s innate curiosity to produce the Mer
tonian paradigm (Merton, 1973); a description of how four 
communal norms of communism, universalism, disinterest
edness, and organised scepticism provide a moral framework 
for researchers to abide by whilst navigating an individual 
reward system to progress knowledge. Communism dictates 
that knowledge produced by the game is a ‘public good’, to 
be shared with other researchers and made for the benefit 
of wider society rather than private interests. Universalism 
means value should be assessed on the quality of the re
search itself, rather than the reputation of the researcher. 
Disinterestedness stipulates that the purpose of conduct
ing research should be to advance knowledge and not for 
private interests, and organised scepticism states that all 
claims and ‘gifts’ should be treated to critical evaluation. 
Practically, a researcher’s participation in the game shapes 
the daily routine of research and scholarship that main
tains the system such as teaching, supervising PhD stu
dents, conducting peer reviews, editing journals, and devel
oping and sharing resources. 

The academic game is largely self-regulating, meaning 
that academics are responsible for governing, organising, 
and administrating the process of research. This responsi
bility is formalised through organisations such as scientific 
associations, and other actors defer to academics to deter
mine the research agenda, research funding and evaluation, 
and disciplinary ethics. Academics control what should be 
researched, by allocating funding to ideas that are seen to 
build upon existing knowledge in the discipline. In addi
tion, they judge the quality and relevance of research, by 
evaluating a study’s contribution to knowledge (through 
the process of peer review, but also continuously through 
repeated citations) and allocate prestige accordingly (e.g., 
through prizes, awards, invited talks, etc). This trusteeship 
of the governance of research is an important component of 
‘academic freedom’, and the protection of knowledge gen
eration (and dissemination in the form of teaching) from 
reprisal by legislation or private interests (Reichman, 2019). 

In the traditional model of research governance, the uni
versity plays an important, yet passive, role. It exists pri
marily as an organisational unit, and an interface between 
the academy and wider society. The university provides 
scholars with resources (both physical and digital) to con
duct research and acts as a platform to support them to 
pursue their scholarly activities. It provides academics the 
freedom to concentrate on scholarship by renumerating 
them with a reasonable salary and overseeing the broader 
financial necessities for research, including journal sub
scriptions, modern technology, and recruiting students. In 
this context, scholars are seen as appointees rather than 
employees of the university, in that they have professional 
autonomy, and are not “answerable” to the university’s 
management (Finkin & Post, 2011). The university also ful
fils a social role of fostering a local academic community, 
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allowing a base of collective security from which academics 
can exercise their academic freedom, and insulates the fac
ulty to be autonomous from the rest of society (Brink, 
2018). Finally, the university’s reputation provides scholars 
with the credibility to participate in the academic game. In 
this model, whilst the university has senior management 
who make financial decisions and take on leadership roles, 
they are primarily academics who fill these positions out of 
obligation or by dint of seniority or experience, rather than 
as a separate career (Kirkpatrick, 2016). 

The competitive aspect of the traditional model is worth 
emphasizing, given that terms like academic capitalism and 
neoliberalism have often been used as “universal scape
goats” (Tight, 2019). That competition has always been in
tegral to academia is an element sometimes ignored when 
Mertonian norms are invoked in the defence of a coopera
tive, harmonious research endeavour. Accompanying Mer
ton’s norms were Mitroff’s (1974) four “counter-norms” 
which he argued more accurately described academic’s be
haviour: solitariness (treating research as an individual 
rather than communal endeavour), particularism (prefer
ential treatment of some researchers’ work over another), 
self-interestedness (conducting research for personal gain) 
and organized dogmatism (biased defence of preferred find
ings and theories). Mulkay (1976) argued that the Merton
ian norms are more accurately described as “vocabularies 
of justification” used by researchers to defend the tradi
tional research governance model against external interfer
ence (e.g., from academic capitalism), rather than inherent 
values. 

The Academic Capitalist Model of Research       
Governance  

Whilst the traditional model may not be a fully histori
cally accurate description of the system, it still serves as a 
useful comparison to the model of research governance un
der academic capitalist logic, which is increasingly found in 
modern universities. The fundamental difference between 
the models is that the unwritten codes of the gift-based 
‘academic game’ are supplanted as the dominant paradigm 
by the more powerful force of market logic in structuring 
the rules of the competition of knowledge production 
(Münch, 2014). The traditional competition between re
searchers is constrained by the taboos, social ties, and mu
tual obligations of the gift economy, whose intangible code 
of conduct is what generates the trust between participants 
required to sustain the system (Godbout & Caillé, 1998). 
Treating research as a gift creates social obligations for aca
demics to continue producing it as part of their role in soci
ety and as participants in the academic game, but precludes 
the existence of any specific expectations of its production 
or receipt. Therefore, the question of how to motivate, in
centivise, or measure its production is inapplicable. In con
trast, the shift to a market economy creates the explicit 
expectation of appropriate and timely recompense: the 
concept of ‘obligation’ is obsolete from a market perspec
tive (Fisher, 2009). Treating research as a commodity cre
ates, at a meso-level, the expectation that universities pro
duce a competitive amount and quality of research to 

justify their existence and continued public funding 
(Collini, 2012). At a micro-level, researchers are expected 
to produce competitive amounts and quality of research to 
justify their continued employment in such a role. 

This change from gift economy to market economy is 
historical yet ongoing, and the result of the accumulation 
of various neoliberal policies from macro-level actors 
across the last half century. Chief among these are gov
ernmental policies designed to change both the function of 
universities and how they are primarily funded, with an em
phasis on competitive, conditional funding based on their 
contribution to the economy (including educational and re
search outcomes; Collini, 2012), an application of “busi
ness ontology” (Fisher, 2009). Two of the most influential 
proximal drivers of the research market which record the 
observable results of the competition are: (1) the compet
itive allocation of research funding via national research 
performance evaluation exercises (e.g. the Research Excel
lence Framework ‘REF’ in the UK) and (2) the quantification 
of research performance in university rankings developed 
by media organisations and private consultancy firms, (e.g. 
the Times Higher Education (THE) World Rankings and QS 
World University Rankings). Within these markets, the uni
versity competes over both the inputs (research funding) 
as well as outputs (publications and research impact) of 
the research process. The shift from gift to commodity has 
profound philosophical and epistemological consequences 
for conducting research (Oancea, 2019), but also produces 
changes in research governance and the practical organisa
tion of the production of research within universities. 

The University as a Strategic Actor       

The university’s newfound position as a participant in a 
research market means it takes on an active rather than pas
sive role (Münch, 2014). It adapts to this role by copying 
the behaviours of other capitalist actors: by adopting the 
business practices of managerialism that have been used to 
successfully navigate and compete in markets in other in
dustries. The premise of managerialism is that differences 
between organizations are not as important as similarities, 
and so following ‘tried-and-tested’ ways of organising and 
incentivising a workforce can be used to improve the per
formance of any organization (Muller, 2018). 

The university’s role as a capitalist actor fundamentally 
changes the relationship between the institution and its 
academics. Instead of being a background platform to sup
port professionally autonomous researchers whilst they en
gage in their independent academic game, the university 
now aims to strategically manage and “steer” its academics 
to ensure that the research they are doing also serves the 
university’s aims of succeeding in its own competition in 
the research market (Rees, 2015). Such logic comes from 
the managerial ‘principal-agent theory’ which dictates that 
when an interested principal (the university) and its em
ployed agents (the faculty)'s motivations diverge, the 
agents must be coaxed into following the principal’s prior
ities via a combination of monitoring and reward (Muller, 
2018). In this model researchers are no longer ‘appointees’ 
of the university who are intrinsically motivated and ob
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ligated to advance knowledge, but instead are expected to 
be mindful of and work towards the priorities and mission 
of the university as employees of a competitive business, 
demonstrating ‘performance’ in support of the university’s 
extrinsically motivated goals. To facilitate this, the univer
sity seeks to take over administration and governance of re
search from academics. The capitalist university’s position 
in a broader “knowledge economy” (Powell & Snellman, 
2004), also means the university may de-prioritise a default 
ethos of sharing knowledge as a public good, instead taking 
an entrepreneurial perspective of their researcher’s work, 
developing it into intellectual property where possible. 

Whilst the market system is clearly a new powerful force 
in the knowledge ecosystem, it does not replace the tradi
tional academic game. Instead, the capitalist system ma
nipulates the participants in the academic game and dis
torts the norms of the traditional model to serve its own 
purposes. There are limits to neoliberal intervention in 
non-economic systems and on human behaviour, and de
spite all the resources universities put into competing in 
the market, “success” in this arena often actually has a lim
ited effect (at least in the short term) on changing the sta
tus quo of historical status or prestige (Marginson, 2013). 
However, the reversal of academic capitalist influence is 
also unlikely: many academics are now “metric-natives” 
whose only experience of research governance is one in 
which research is treated as a quantified commodity, and 
the marketized competition to produce research is part of 
their academic habitus (Oancea, 2019). Without compre
hensive changes to the neoliberal ethos at the macro-level, 
there is little incentive for universities to hand power back 
to academics in the governance of research (and even if 
there were, it seems farfetched that they would). As such, 
the lens of the academic capitalist university is crucial for 
understanding the way that research governance is organ
ised both presently and in the future. 

Manifestations of Academic Capitalism in      
Research Governance   

The neoliberal ethos of a market-like environment for 
research at the institutional level is a political (and there
fore societal) decision, based on decisions about the fund
ing (and therefore valuing) of research. However, such ne
oliberal policies do not typically impact researchers 
directly, but indirectly through the decisions and actions 
of the university. These ‘manifestations’ represent observ
able, yet not inevitable, consequences of academic capital
ism. The following section will cover three common man
ifestations: the quantification of research performance of 
academics, the growth of administration and bureaucracy, 
and the reorganisation of academic labour. Local expres
sions of these manifestations may vary considerably, as 
there is not a ‘unity of object’ when considering a univer
sity’s form or organisation, and the pressures for change 
from neoliberal policy are not universal across the sector 
(Nedeva et al., 2014). The extent to which such principles 
manifest will depend on the size, shape, and mission of 
each university. In particular, smaller or specialist univer
sities which have not historically competed with larger in

stitutions may retain more traditional academic organiza
tional structures and not (yet) be as influenced by market 
logic. Nevertheless, the descriptions of these manifesta
tions will be at least partly recognizable to most academics. 

Quantification of Research Performance Through      
Metrics  

The most visible manifestation of academic capitalism is 
through the university’s assessment of its researchers’ work 
by metrics: quantitative measures to assess the quality of 
research and (by extension) researcher performance. This 
includes both peer-led quantitative assessments of research 
quality, as well as automatic bibliometrics which record 
data about research outputs. Bibliometric assessment is of
ten achieved through the university’s use of research moni
toring systems, examples of which include Elsevier’s PURE, 
Jisc’s CORE, and Digital Science’ Symplectic. Academics are 
mandated to engage with such systems, and populate them 
with information about research outputs, from which bib
liometric data is obtained in conjunction with scholarly 
databases (Lim, 2019). The system providers then sell the 
tools to analyse this data to universities and policy makers 
as strategic aids, but also as performance management sys
tems. These ‘data-analytics’ services are an increasingly 
important part of the providers’ future strategies and rev
enue streams (Chen & Chan, 2021), and the fact that en
gagement with the systems improves their value and utility 
(by increasing the raw materials) predicts their future ex
pansion and embeddedness in universities. This cycle helps 
form an “invisible infrastructure dominance” enabling the 
systems to exert an increasingly powerful influence on uni
versity decision-making (Chen & Chan, 2021). The systems 
are adaptable and can record and quantify other types of 
academic work, such as peer reviews, consultancy, and in-
progress research work (Lim, 2019). Often, these systems 
populate information on a researchers’ personal university 
webpage, providing an instant public record of performance 
assessment – not only a traditional list of publications but 
also their bibliometric performance. 

Universities employ quantitative measures not only as 
strategic tools to understand their overall performance in 
the markets in which they are assessed, but also in a neolib
eral way to incentivise the competitive performance of indi
vidual academics. Therefore, the assessment of researchers 
via metrics reproduces the drivers of the research market 
from the meso-level at the individual micro-level and lo
calises the impact of macro-level neoliberal decisions. By 
linking such performance with rewards such as hiring, pro
motion, development opportunities, and terms of employ
ment, the university ensures the alignment of the activities 
of researchers with its own goals. The effect of this is to 
greatly increase the stakes in the already naturally compet
itive research environment. Researchers who fail to achieve 
a competitive level of performance may struggle to survive 
in the academic job market, exemplified by the maxim of 
“publish or perish” (Waaijer et al., 2018). The growth in 
precarious positions for early career researchers and an 
oversupply of PhD students has produced an academic 
labour force larger than the number of positions the system 
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can accommodate (Larson et al., 2013). In this situation, 
the ‘publish or perish’ assessment of researchers produces 
an intense global competition for stable and well-resourced 
research positions, which are subsequently dependent on a 
very high and consistent level of metricized performance. 

The competition is further heightened by a ‘quantitative 
mentality’ (Mau, 2019) about the process of research, cul
tivated by both university bibliometric measurement, and 
the prevalence of research platforms marketed directly to 
academics as social networks or professional tools (for ex
ample, Google Scholar, Researchgate, Academia.edu). Pub
lic, granular quantitative assessment of any individual aca
demic is increasingly available at the click of a button, 
enabling previously incommensurable “new horizons of 
comparison” between researchers, for example between 
academics in different disciplines. The quantification of re
search performance therefore extends beyond an individual 
researcher’s relationship to their employer or direct com
petitors in a market but becomes integrated into the global 
academic status competition. This institutes a more pro
found and immediate change in the ‘social semantics’ of 
how the research endeavour is described and understood as 
an inherently quantified activity (Mau, 2019). Quantifica
tion becomes infused into the competitiveness of the tradi
tional academic game for prestige, and literally ‘gamifies’ it 
by providing scores and status rewards for high performing 
researchers. Kelly and Burrows (2011) argue that the metri
cization of research performance has become so ingrained 
into the “fabric of the life-world of the academy” that they 
are inseparable, and there is evidence that even qualita
tive judgements of research quality are influenced by be
liefs about metrics (Langfeldt et al., 2021). 

The omnipresence of quantitative research assessment, 
combined with the “hyper competition” for academic po
sitions and the link between success and employment co
alesce into “regimes of valuation” centred around highly 
competitive metricized performance (Fochler et al., 2016). 
These regimes represent the combined discourses, prac
tices, and infrastructures, as well as the participation of 
researchers within them, that shape the entire phenome
nological experience of life as a researcher and the con
ception of the value of themselves and their work. Fochler 
et al. (2016) found that nearly all decisions taken by re
searchers – research-wise, career-wise, and even private 
life decisions – were strongly geared towards to succeeding 
in these regimes. This exclusive orientation towards com
petition has pervasive effects on researchers’ decisions 
about their work, career, collaborations, and relationships 
(Anderson et al., 2007). Taken together, the expectation of 
quantified research performance greatly intensifies the tra
ditional competition in academia both within and between 
universities, reinforcing Mitroff’s (1974) norm of self-inter
estedness (enabled by solitariness and organized dogma
tism) for researchers to focus on their own competitiveness 
in the market. 

Administration and Bureaucracy of the Research       
Process  

Because the university takes an active interest in the 
research of its staff, it also seeks to take responsibility 
for the administration of the research process. This leads 
to a significant increase in bureaucracy when conducting 
research and is a second manifestation of academic cap
italism. Whilst conceptually some of the root causes of 
administrative growth may be detached from academic cap
italism (e.g., necessary adherence to health and safety leg
islation), the implementation by the university of systems 
for compliance is symptomatic of the new private sector 
logic and centralised managerial control employed by uni
versities (Shepherd, 2008). 

Examples of increased administration in the research 
process are numerous. It is found in the process of ethical 
approval, where complex, multi-page forms need to be 
filled out for review by Institutional Review Boards (IRBs). 
Forms are also typically needed to assess the suitability of 
research data storage; structure formal data sharing and 
intellectual property agreements; ensure compliance with 
data protection, copyright, health and safety, and animal 
research legislation; comply with financial conflict of in
terest guidelines; and administrate personnel management 
(Bozeman & Youtie, 2020). Complex flow charts and ‘stan
dard operating procedures’ are subsequently required read
ing for researchers in order to navigate and understand 
which forms are needed, as well as mandatory training ses
sions to be able to complete forms correctly. The process of 
applying for research funding and administering research 
funds is also increasingly bureaucratic. Researchers are en
couraged or required to engage with “research development 
professionals” who support academics with the process of 
developing, applying for, and administering grants (J. 
Levin, 2011). This assistance is often essential and wel
comed when planning complex projects (Carter et al., 
2019), but such engagement often necessarily requires 
more administrative activities for researchers in order to 
communicate their needs and access such support. 

Viewed through the theory of “administrative burden” 
(Bozeman & Jung, 2017; Bozeman & Youtie, 2020), re
search administration in universities can be understood to 
be in many cases unnecessary. Any ‘burden’ of administra
tion is relative to its benefits. In some cases, the burden is 
justified in improving or facilitating the research process. 
For example, compliance with necessary animal protection 
legislation to prevent legal ramifications for the researcher, 
or appropriate financial planning of grant funding to ensure 
enough resources are available to complete the research 
project. However, these tasks become ‘red tape’ when the 
burden of conducting the administration makes “no contri
bution to achieving the rules’ functional objectives” (Boze
man, 1993). 

Red tape propagates when the strategy of using a cen
tral, managerial ethos to ensure compliance is applied. For 
example, a standardized ethics form used across an entire 
university may require every researcher to answer ques
tions on whether animals are being mistreated, even 
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though for the vast majority this is inapplicable (Bozeman 
& Youtie, 2020). The use of automated technology to facili
tate administration (‘robotic bureaucracy’) is considered by 
many universities to be a solution to administrative burden. 
However, asking researchers to remotely use technology for 
administration exemplifies a shift towards “workers becom
ing their own auditors” (Fisher, 2009) and shifts the burden 
of administration from administrators to researchers them
selves. Technology can also end up increasing administra
tive burden, for example when unclear wording on elec
tronic forms requires slow, repetitive emails with 
anonymous, context-naïve administrators to clarify. This 
can explain the paradox that despite the vast increases 
in administrative roles and spending on administration in 
universities, the amount of time researchers spend doing 
administration has also increased (Hogan, 2011). 

The tendency for universities to ‘overcomply’ with legis
lation in order to avoid noncompliance is also common, and 
further increases red tape. Whilst this may be sympatheti
cally understood as a necessity, in practice the risk of non-
compliance is very low, and the consequences overstated. 
Researchers do not typically seek to behave unethically or 
unsafely, and many risks are not feasibly likely or conse
quential in the majority of research; and could not have 
been prevented by prior review anyway (Schneider, 2015). 
In a less charitable view, universities may be ignorant of the 
effects of their policies and procedures on researchers, for 
example in rejecting the idea that administration may be 
a burden at all and “seek[ing] every opportunity to go be
yond compliance” in their approach to meeting regulations 
(Manchester Metropolitan University, 2017). 

Reorganization of Academic Labour     

A third manifestation of academic capitalism is the reor
ganization of academic research labour within universities. 
The capitalist university behaves in line with the tenets of 
Schumpeterian entrepreneurship, seeking to act as an eco
nomic innovator in order to navigate the market (Jessop, 
2017). Entrepreneurship in this context entails a type of 
leadership dedicated to inventing new and more efficient 
ways of producing research. Three innovations developed 
by universities to improve the efficiency of research are 
the creation of research strategies, new academic roles, and 
new conditions of employment. Any one individual univer
sity has limited power in shaping the market as a whole but 
can still seek to make adjustments to the way it conducts its 
own business, and innovations which prove successful may 
be copied by its competitors. 

The first innovation is the development of ‘research 
strategies’ and an increase in the top-down organisation of 
academic labour, to enable the university to strategically 
manage its staff and guide investment. Managerial prac
tices are used to try to artificially create areas of strength 
and reputation, and thus increase efficiency (in terms of 
expenditure per research output) in producing research in 
particular areas. This includes the creation of ‘research cen
tres’ with which to both internally organise research staff 
as well as externally promote the university’s research ca
pability. These centres are headed by “institutional acade

mic research leaders”, who mentor junior researchers from 
an explicitly institutional perspective (Rees, 2015). Re
search centres are often multidisciplinary, moving away 
from a traditional departmentalized organisation of the 
university, and focused around “challenges” or areas of so
cietal need or interest (Kellogg, 2006), which purposefully 
mirror the conceptualisation and priorities of many of the 
main research funders’ missions (Rees, 2015). Research 
centres develop ‘corporate identities’ in the mould of pri
vate firms (Braun, 2014), in order to market their research 
and expertise to the public, industry, and other academics. 
This may help to improve performance in research evalua
tion exercises and a university’s ranking score by raising the 
awareness amongst academics at other institutions, whose 
views are collected in ranking reputation surveys. Internal 
funding for research costs, equipment, and training, as well 
as institutional support for external funding applications is 
often made dependent on researchers conducting research 
within these centres. Therefore, whilst the university can
not violate the concept of ‘academic freedom’ by forbidding 
academics from researching in alternative areas, they can 
construct an environment in which it is more arduous to 
do so, ‘nudging’ researchers towards aligning their research 
with the university’s strategy. 

A second innovation comes in the creation of new acad
emic roles and changes to the activities that academics per
form. In aiming to produce higher quality research and at
tract more grant funding, research centres focus on larger, 
inter-disciplinary projects (Rees, 2015), in which there be
comes a practical need for specialization of roles (Kellogg, 
2006). Specialization is accompanied by ‘collectivization’ 
and novel combinations of expertise into research teams 
(Nyhagen & Baschung, 2013), including roles linked to pri
vate enterprises which enable industry partnerships, 
“knowledge-exchange” programs, the “blending” of acade
mic and professional roles, and researchers’ careers that are 
“braided” from academic and industry work (Oancea, 2019). 
These developments inevitably change the working prac
tices of researchers, who are encouraged and incentivised 
to adopt “nimble knowledge production” strategies (Hoff
man, 2021) with a clear entrepreneurial focus on adaptabil
ity and rapid capitalization on changes to external funding 
and collaboration opportunities, rather than autonomously 
pursuing their own research agenda. This innovation helps 
to fulfil the university’s aims of generating capital by com
modifying the results of its research: successful ventures 
may be expanded into spin-off companies or privatized and 
licensed using intellectual property agreements (Slaughter 
& Rhoades, 2009). 

The university may also change the terms of employ
ment of researchers for maximum efficiency. For example, 
by using metrics to strategically re-deploy staff who fail 
to maintain a sufficient level of research performance to 
other activities such as teaching. Redistributing the teach
ing load frees up research time that can then be reallocated 
to more productive researchers, or those demonstrating 
“talent” (Rees, 2015). In extreme cases, a perceived lack of 
efficiency or alignment in the research output of a partic
ular research group may result in “restructuring” exercises, 

Open Research Reforms and the Capitalist University: Areas of Opposition and Alignment

Collabra: Psychology 6

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://online.ucpress.edu/collabra/article-pdf/10/1/121383/832799/collabra_2024_10_1_121383.pdf by M

anchester M
etropolitan U

niversity user on 03 Septem
ber 2024



and mass termination of contracts or ‘firing-and-rehiring’ 
on teaching-only contracts (see HLS47, 2022; Hooley, 
2021). A more pernicious form of reorganising academic 
labour comes in the proliferation of part-time or fixed-
term contracts for academics (Macfarlane, 2011). This de
velopment echoes their growing use in other industries 
and can primarily be seen as a measure for improving eco
nomic efficiency of the university, by employing workers 
only for the completion of specific necessary tasks, and no 
more. One example is the increase in temporary “postdoc” 
positions, where researchers are employed on short-term, 
externally funded projects, without prospects for perma
nent employment. Candidates are selected for postdoc po
sitions based on their skills for completing specific projects, 
rather than their potential development into traditional, 
well-rounded, autonomous “principal investigator” schol
ars (Herschberg et al., 2018). The lack of opportunities or 
time for development of the skills necessary for leadership 
roles leads instead to an emphasis on further technical spe
cialization, perpetuating the reorganization of research as 
it produces a labour market geared towards rapid, project-
based entrepreneurial research rather than long-term, in
cremental research agendas. The role of these researchers 
shifts from becoming “integrated” multitasking researchers 
to hyperspecialist “supporting scientists” (Lee & Walsh, 
2022). This labour market has been compared to a “gig 
economy” (G. Nelson et al., 2020), characterized by in
dependent workers contracted to short-term, temporary, 
“contingent” positions, and normalized in the language of 
job advertisements, seeking “casual researchers”, and with 
circular justifications that this is just “how the system 
works” (Ivancheva, 2015). 

Collectively, these innovations to reorganize academic 
labour have been described as a shift to “post-academic 
science” (Ziman, 2000) since they overwrite many of the 
norms of academic work under the traditional research gov
ernance model. Whereas traditionally the academic role 
comprised a range of scholarship duties which maintained 
the system of the academy (with an emphasis on the co-
dependent relationship of teaching and research; Münch, 
2014), in post-academic science the duties of the scholar 
are “unbundled”, leading to major changes in academic 
identity and the redefinition of the activity of research 
(Macfarlane, 2021). The collectivization of specialists may 
result in greater practical collaboration between re
searchers, but as these research centres also serve to frag
ment disciplines and the conditions of employment are un
stable; the power of the faculty as a traditional community, 
collective decision maker, and unified labour force is dimin
ished (Braun, 2014). 

The Impact of Academic Capitalism on Research        

The principles of open research and the development of 
the science reform movement can be seen as a reaction to 
the effects that academic capitalism has had on the actual 
process of research and the resulting quality of knowledge 
produced (Uygun-Tunç et al., 2021). These issues have been 
discussed in detail elsewhere (Young et al., 2008) but are 
covered briefly here. The market forces at the meso-level 

dictate the criteria for which type of research is rewarded in 
the micro-level market, and the unavoidably imperfect na
ture of these criteria results in deviation between “what is 
good for scientists” and “what is good for science” (Nosek 
et al., 2012). This in turn results in incentivising the pro
duction of research which furthers careers and market per
formance but not the development of human knowledge. 
Key metrics researchers are assessed on include the number 
of published pieces of research and the number of citations 
per publication. Here, the ‘publish or perish’ effect of acad
emic capitalism interacts with the ‘bottleneck’ of the publi
cation process to incentivise research which has “publisha
bility” but not necessarily validity (Nosek et al., 2012). 

Primarily, publishability involves criteria related to the 
perceived novelty and significance of research, values 
which also exist in the traditional research governance 
model. Publication standards (encompassing journal poli
cies, editorial decision-making, standards and scope of peer 
review, and tolerance of breaches of citation ethics) are 
thus an important contributing influence on these issues 
independent of academic capitalism. However, academic 
capitalism also indirectly sustains these standards in a 
feedback loop: journals are funded primarily through the 
efficiency-conscious library budgets of the capitalist uni
versity, thus must compete with each other for subscrip
tions (Morrison, 2013). Libraries’ decision-making on 
which journals to subscribe to is done partly by considering 
quantitative journal impact factors and journal rankings, 
and journals typically pursue performance on these metrics 
by publishing research which fits ‘traditional’ standards of 
novelty and significance (Spezi et al., 2018). Thus, academic 
capitalism both exacerbates existing problems with mis
aligned incentives in research publishing whilst simultane
ously acting as a barrier to reform. 

The most severe example of discrepancy between pub
lishability and good research can be seen in cases of fraud, 
including fabrication or manipulation of data, (self-) pla
giarism, and duplication of publication (Harvey, 2020) to 
improve a researcher’s performance on metrics. Academic 
capitalism exacerbates the likelihood of fraud by increasing 
the benefits of perpetuating it (via ‘publish or perish’), thus 
making it cognitively easier to justify; and by obscuring the 
likelihood and severity of negative consequences, as many 
institutional investigations into research misconduct are 
not reported publicly to avoid reputational damage (Sci
ence and Technology Committee, 2018). More prevalent 
than fraud are Questionable Research Practices (QRPs), 
grey areas of acceptable practice that can be exploited to 
enhance publishability (John et al., 2012) and “grease the 
way through the publication bottleneck” (Giner-Sorolla, 
2012) by improving the aesthetic presentation of research 
to exaggerate or fabricate standards of novelty or signifi
cance that it would not otherwise possess if presented hon
estly. 

Whilst QRPs are not novel, their use is undoubtedly in
centivised by the increase in competitiveness caused by 
academic capitalism. Under the traditional research gov
ernance model, the expectation for producing novel and 
significant research for all researchers was not universal 
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(Macfarlane, 2021), but in the competitive market, it is 
ubiquitous and linked to employment conditions and liveli
hood, and survival in academia itself (Anderson et al., 
2007). Therefore, conducting and publishing multiple small 
studies using QRPs represents an effective strategy for sur
vival under these conditions (Bakker et al., 2012). It is thus 
not surprising that the pressures of ‘publish-or-perish’ have 
been linked to researchers’ admittance of using, intending 
to use, or tolerating QRPs in research (e.g., Bruton et al., 
2020; Gopalakrishna et al., 2022; Haven et al., 2019; Tijdink 
et al., 2014; van de Schoot et al., 2021). 

The overarching effect of fraud and QRPs is an increase 
in research that is epistemically unreliable (Romero, 2019), 
which stalls the incremental progress of knowledge-accu
mulation and damages trust in the entire collaborative re
search endeavour needed to sustain the system (Wilholt, 
2013). This in turn diminishes the ability of the system to 
retain academics, and results in a “leaking away of trust” 
among researchers (Oancea, 2019); particularly those early-
career researchers who often enter academia as intrinsi
cally motivated and with humanistic ideals (Cidlinska et al., 
2022). Such researchers are subsequently confronted with 
the reality of “regimes of valuation”, creating frustration 
and disillusionment. It is this frustration that has been the 
main source of fuel for the grassroots movement of open re
search, providing a strong ethical imperative for reform of 
the current way that research is conducted and published 
(Lupia, 2021). 

The Open Research Movement     

The term ‘open research’ has been used to refer to a 
multitude of initiatives and ideas (Fecher & Friesike, 2014), 
but reforms to standard methodological practices, specifi
cally practices of the way that research is reported, can 
be seen as the fundamental type of reform that facilitates 
other forms of openness. Methodological reforms target the 
lack of transparency in the research process, which is what 
the majority of QRPs and fraud exploit given the discon
nect between the limited contents of a post-hoc publica
tion and the complex process of the research activity itself. 
Many of the suggested reforms to combat epistemic unreli
ability are not novel (e.g., de Groot, 2014; Greenwald, 1976; 
Kerr, 1998; Loftus, 1993; Mills, 1993), but the modern open 
research movement has a momentum not seen in previous 
iterations, and so has been dubbed a “revolution” (Spell
man, 2015). Multiple factors have coincided to enable this, 
including new technologies that facilitate open scholarship 
(Weller, 2011), and the growth and influence of ‘meta-re
search’ (Ioannidis, 2018) which has provided new empiri
cal evidence to support arguments for the need for reform. 
This includes proof of the widespread use of QRPs (John et 
al., 2012); indications of “crisis” levels of a lack of repro
ducibility in published research (Gelman & Vazire, 2021; N. 
C. Nelson et al., 2021; Open Science Collaboration, 2015); 
and high-profile examples of research using QRPs to pro
duce findings which are publishable yet ontologically im
possible (e.g., ‘evidence’ for psychic powers; Bem, 2011; see 
Wagenmakers et al., 2011 for a commentary). 

Munafò et al., (2017) describe many of the key reforms, 
which provide transparency to all stages and aspects of the 
research process. These include: sharing time-stamped re
search plans (pre-registration); making research materials, 
data, and analysis code “open” and freely available; follow
ing standard reporting guidelines; transparency of the roles 
and specific contributions of all individuals involved in a 
piece of research (open authorship); and making the final 
publication (as well as all of the above elements) freely and 
easily accessible to other researchers and the public. Re
search that adopts these practices is not immune from be
ing gamed by QRPs, but it makes their use detectable and 
transparent. This improves the epistemic reliability of re
search by providing sufficient information for the reader 
to determine whether fraud, errors, or QRPs have compro
mised this. Adoption of open research practices therefore 
helps to restore trust in the system as a whole: as epistem
ically unreliable research is subsequently easier to detect 
(and thus discount or ignore), it enables a more efficient 
accumulation of reliable knowledge that is the bedrock of 
incremental science (Lakens & Evers, 2014). These pro
gressive arguments that are used to support open research 
reforms mean the movement can also be conceptualized as 
a ‘civilizing process’, and the epistemological changes cast 
in moral terms: “a pursuit of what is right when it comes to 
knowledge-making” (Penders, 2022, p. 112). 

The use of open methodological practices also has 
broader downstream consequences that relate to other con
ceptualisations of ‘open research’ (Fecher & Friesike, 2014). 
For example, the normative sharing of plans, data, and 
materials combined with transparently reporting contribu
tions facilitates large scale inter-institutional collaboration 
between researchers enabling “Big Team Science” (Forscher 
et al., 2022). Sharing research data, materials, and analysis 
code enables their re-use by researchers with less access 
to resources, thus facilitating initiatives to improve diver
sity in research (Grahe et al., 2020). Making the research 
process transparent and the resulting publications openly 
accessible also helps to promote ‘citizen science’, initiatives 
where the public or other stakeholders are invited to con
tribute to the direction, design, and process of research 
(Hecker et al., 2018). Considered collectively, the open re
search movement can be seen to represent an ethos of re
search, built around multiple definitions of the word ‘open’, 
and closely tied to moral concepts of integrity, inclusivity, 
and diversity. 

The historical growth of open research as a grassroots 
movement means that reform advocates have typically pro
moted open practices through local engagement; for ex
ample, running training on open research technology and 
theory; organising talks, reading groups, and modelling be
haviour of using open research practices to develop new 
cultural norms (Armeni et al., 2021; Nosek et al., 2020). 
This “bottom-up” promotion of open research targets the 
practical agency researchers have in the research process 
over how they choose to conduct and report research 
(Yarkoni, 2018), and is thus aimed at encouraging reform of 
individual researchers or groups at the micro-level of the 
research system. ‘Grassroots’ does not mean impoverished, 
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and many of these initiatives have been well-resourced by 
both funders and institutions. However, there has been a 
growing recognition of the importance of holistic change 
of the entire research eco-system to enable and encourage 
widespread, sustainable adoption of open research prac
tices (Cuevas Shaw et al., 2022; Knowledge Exchange, 2019; 
Nosek et al., 2015). There is an acknowledgement of the 
need to reform the “top-down” policies of the meso-level 
actors in the research system, in order to target the incen
tives that currently make conducting closed research (en
abling QRPs) desirable and rewarding. The potential re
forms of university policies are important elements of this, 
and will here be considered within the framework of acade
mic capitalism, to frame the university’s position and prior
ities in potential top-down changes. The following sections 
will discuss how open research reforms may oppose acade
mic capitalist principles, whilst simultaneously exacerbat
ing some of their manifestations. 

Open Research and Academic Capitalism: Areas       
of Opposition   

The principles of transparency and openness at first 
seem at odds with many of the principles of academic cap
italism and the changes it has had on research governance. 
Open research reforms have often been explicitly linked to 
Mertonian norms, appealing to traditional ethical values 
for governing research (e.g., Cohoon & Howison, 2021; 
Vazire, 2018). The previously explored manifestations of 
academic capitalism provide clear evidence of practices 
which promoted Mitroff’s ‘counter-norms’: specifically self-
interestedness and solitariness. Where such manifestations 
are realized, the argument of the opposition of open re
search to academic capitalism may appear to be justified. 
The reality is more complicated, as open principles do not 
map perfectly onto the values espoused by Mertonian 
norms (Hosseini et al., 2022), even though many open prac
tices appear to support interpretations of them. Neverthe
less, on a conceptual level there are ways in which open 
research reforms may oppose the principles of academic 
capitalism, and in some cases the manifestations of these 
previously discussed. 

Communalism vs. Entrepreneurship    

Sharing results, data, materials, and other artefacts of 
the research process are practices in clear alignment with 
Mertonian norms of disinterestedness and communalism 
which state that research should be conducted for the ben
efit of society more broadly (rather than for private inter
ests) and that knowledge should be shared freely with other 
researchers and the public. Indeed, the open principles of 
timely sharing of resources and active inclusivity may rep
resent even more extreme interpretations of these values 
than originally intended by Merton (Hosseini et al., 2022). 
On a theoretical level, these principles oppose the priorities 
of the capitalist university aiming to act as an entrepreneur 
and commodify knowledge it produces. Practically, adopt
ing open research principles of publicly sharing all data and 
results may hamper universities’ efforts to set up industry 

collaborations, where findings may be commercially sen
sitive, or negative results supressed to avoid reputational 
damage (Fernández Pinto, 2020). For example, collabora
tions with industry partners typically involve nondisclosure 
agreements or require approval to publish negative results 
(Czarnitzki et al., 2015), meaning an insistence on open 
research would block such collaborations and cut off po
tential sources of funding and research development. Ad
ditionally, publicly sharing the products and results of re
search (without restrictions) is antithetical to 
commercializing them via intellectual property agree
ments: for example, the development of a piece of research 
software or a psychometric questionnaire, which could ei
ther be provided for free as open-source or licensed to other 
researchers for a fee. The concepts of openness and entre
preneurship have been attempted to be bridged with terms 
such as “Open Innovation” (Beck et al., 2022), however 
these utilise an impoverished definition of openness that 
merely refers to new types of collaboration or knowledge 
production; “open” only in contrast to traditional confi
dential knowledge generation in industry. Universities may 
attempt to overcome tensions between open methodolog
ical principles and entrepreneurship by implementing se
lective open research policies and governance procedures: 
encouraging and supporting open research practices only 
for research that is publicly funded, does not have commer
cial potential, or is not part of an industry collaboration. 
Such selective policies arguably conflict with the ethos and 
‘ideal’ of open research, but ostensibly allow the univer
sity to be seen to support openness by providing practical 
support and infrastructure for open research activities (Fer
nández Pinto, 2020). 

Sharing Resources vs. Competitive Self-    
Interestedness  

Making research plans, materials, data, and analysis 
code open allows their re-use by other researchers, saving 
time and resources. Practically, these are powerful symbols 
of anti-competitive behaviour, and clearly in opposition to 
counter-norms of self-interestedness and solitariness pro
moted by hyper-competition under academic capitalism. 
However, the extent to which these behaviours actually dis
rupt the micro-level competition of individual researchers 
and meso-level competition of universities is limited. For 
a researcher, improving rival academics’ competitiveness 
by arming them with valuable resources, such as data with 
potential for further publications, represents a clear moral 
stance against the pressures that hyper-competition has on 
researchers’ behaviour (Anderson et al., 2007). It has been 
suggested that widespread adoption of open practices may 
therefore facilitate the development of a more communal 
and collaborative culture among researchers (e.g., Ignat & 
Ayris, 2020). However, such behaviours merely target the 
symptoms of a competitive culture, and do not challenge 
or change the root cause of the neoliberal competition for 
limited academic positions, and the link between perfor
mance and employment conditions. In the meso-level re
search market, universities have far more to gain from a 
culture of sharing resources than they have to lose, as the 

Open Research Reforms and the Capitalist University: Areas of Opposition and Alignment

Collabra: Psychology 9

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://online.ucpress.edu/collabra/article-pdf/10/1/121383/832799/collabra_2024_10_1_121383.pdf by M

anchester M
etropolitan U

niversity user on 03 Septem
ber 2024



quantity and significance of their own researchers’ shared 
resources is far outweighed by the new shared resources 
from their global competitors that their own researchers 
can now exploit. For this reason, collaboration with re
searchers at other institutions and sharing resources is 
something that universities generally encourage. Providing 
rival university faculty with useful resources created by its 
researchers also has the benefit of raising an institution’s 
profile and improving its reputation, which feed into uni
versity rankings, and are often much more difficult to influ
ence, especially in a global competition (Marginson, 2013). 
Overall, the sharing of resources generates a superficially 
communal culture but does not target the structural mani
festations of academic capitalism. 

Big Team Science and Shared Authorship vs.        
Neoliberal Research Market    

A significantly more disruptive influence on academic 
capitalism and the principles underlying the meso-level re
search market is an increase in open authorship and big 
team science facilitated by open methodology. Large, col
laborative projects have clear ‘communitarianism’ princi
ples (Uygun-Tunç et al., 2021), which build upon the Mer
tonian communalist ethos of shared ownership of 
knowledge. The organization of such projects often mimics 
the democratic, collective decision-making and shared re
sponsibility for governance that are hallmarks of the tra
ditional research governance model, challenging the fun
damental individualist and competitive tenets of 
neoliberalism (Uygun-Tunç et al., 2021). This can be seen 
specifically in the intractable effect these projects have on 
neoliberal performance metrics. University rankings and re
search evaluation activities depend on assigning the quan
titative value of research publications to universities via the 
affiliations of the publications’ authors. A specific piece of 
research can be used by multiple institutions in their per
formance measures if it is authored by at least one of their 
academics. However, the logic of this system breaks down 
when faced with research conducted using a big team sci
ence ethos, where a publication may have hundreds if not 
thousands of authors, from a similar number of institu
tions. For example, Wang et al. (2021) has 455 authors from 
389 different institutions. The unique contributions of the 
authors were explained in the publication using open au
thorship guidelines, but for the purposes of assigning credit 
in rankings and evaluations, each is treated as an equal 
‘author’. This presents a direct challenge to the neoliberal 
logic of market competition between universities, as such 
research no longer acts as a signal for which specific univer
sities are performing well and deserve funding or credit. It 
also contradicts the artificial ‘zero-sum game’ logic of rank
ings, which dictates that the ‘performance’ of one univer
sity is a quality that is ascribed to that particular institution 
compared to the performance of another, and not a shared 
entity (Brankovic et al., 2018). 

In some cases, big team science papers have benefited 
universities, almost absurdly so: Brankovic (2021) describes 
how Bielefeld university jumped 120 places in global uni
versity rankings, in a large part due to the influence of a 

single author on a few highly cited big team science papers. 
Despite attempts to attribute this increase in ranking to the 
success of managerialism, the material facts show the po
tential powerful disruptive influence of such projects. The 
suggestion by Forscher et al. (2022) that the problems of in
tegrating big team science in existing research infrastruc
ture (including funding applications and university ethics 
and administration) could be overcome by developing new 
structures is a powerful political statement that challenges 
academic capitalist hegemony. For example, if funders de
cided to fund team science projects directly rather than 
through a single individual participants’ institution (as is 
currently the case), this would position big team science 
projects as a direct rival to universities in terms of accruing 
funding and prestige, as well as challenging their authority 
in organizing and administrating the research endeavour. It 
would also contest the relevance and mission of the current 
neoliberal rankings and research evaluation exercises. 

The potential political threat that big team science poses 
to the neoliberal logic of the system is clear. The THE uni
versity rankings initially described big team science papers 
as “freakish” (Baty, 2015), and excluded them entirely from 
its ranking calculations; later changing to a ‘fractional’ ap
proach to valuing the contributions of publications with 
over 1,000 authors (Times Higher Education, 2021). Like
wise, the UK REF exercise states that for some publications 
with more than 15 authors, a statement must be provided 
to affirm a researcher’s “substantial contribution” to the 
paper, in order for it to be returned by that researchers’ 
institution (Research Excellence Framework, 2019). Anec
dotal evidence suggests that hiring panels and promotion 
criteria explicitly dissuade or discount the involvement of 
researchers in big team science projects (Coles et al., 2022). 
The extent to which big team science publications are val
ued by the meso-level research market may therefore de
termine the capitalist university’s position towards sup
porting such research. However, big team science projects 
have other unique benefits that may appeal to universities. 
They facilitate building international networks, which are a 
key part of university research strategies (Rees, 2015). They 
also have the potential to produce new forms of knowl
edge and scientific breakthroughs that would be impossible 
for smaller, independent teams, such as running the Large 
Hadron Collider particle physics infrastructure (Coles et al., 
2022; Koch & Jones, 2016). Such breakthroughs also bring 
the traditional qualitative prestige still valued by universi
ties, through media coverage and impact case studies. It is 
therefore likely that the capitalist university must learn to 
adapt to, and leverage, big team research to work within the 
existing research system, to control its potential existential 
threat. 

Overall, it is clear that in terms of principles and ethos, 
open research is opposed to many of the tenets of academic 
capitalism. However, the extent to which reforms practi
cally oppose the manifestations, or fundamental mecha
nisms of academic capitalism, is limited. In the cases where 
reforms do challenge these elements, the capitalist univer
sity is likely to engage with reforms only selectively to the 
extent to which they align with its own priorities. 
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Open Research and Academic Capitalism: Areas       
of Alignment   

Like any decision regarding significant investment in 
infrastructure or a major change in policy, a university’s 
support for open research will be strategic based on its 
potential benefits to the university’s mission and market 
competitiveness. Therefore, the theory of academic capital
ism can be used to explore the potential types of ‘top-down’ 
reforms that universities may employ (and their effects) in 
the context of growing pressure to engage with open re
search from both the micro-level (grassroots open research 
advocates) and the macro-level (research funder require
ments). In some cases, these reforms may exacerbate the 
negative aspects of the present manifestations of academic 
capitalism. 

The Development of Open Research Metrics       

The open research movement has acknowledged the im
portance of incentives for influencing researchers’ behav
iour, having observed the clear link between current met
rics of research performance and their influence on the 
research process (e.g., in promoting QRPs). Consequently, a 
large body of research and policy has focused on the devel
opment of “next generation” metrics (European Commis
sion et al., 2017) which measure (and thus can incentivise) 
researchers’ use of open practices such as pre-registration, 
data and materials sharing, and open access publishing, to 
supplement or replace traditional metrics. Performance on 
such metrics could be incentivised by incorporating their 
use in promotion or employment criteria (e.g., Kowalczyk 
et al., 2022; Munafò, 2019), and some specific proposals 
have already been developed. For example, Gärtner et al. 
(2022) have proposed quantitatively ‘scoring’ the use of 
open research practices, with overall candidate scores used 
in shortlisting decisions. 

Given the success of traditional metrics at incentivising 
QRPs, as a practical solution to encourage open practices, 
utilising metrics is clearly an effective strategy. However, 
using metrics in this way represents a complicity with a ne
oliberal ethos of a market expectation of certain researcher 
behaviour, rather than a trust-based obligation. Concerns 
around the potential for open research metrics to be ex
ploitative have already been raised (Knowledge Exchange, 
2021) leading to the re-affirmation of an ethos of “respon
sible metrics” (Wilsdon et al., 2015) which argues for the 
contextual use of metric information, the use of a combina
tion of metrics and qualitative judgement, and the contin
ued development of high quality and diverse range of met
rics to counter exploitation. 

However, the use of novel metrics to promote open re
search also means propagating the negative effects that 
metrics have more generally on research culture. No matter 
how ‘high quality’ open research metrics may be, they are 
by definition reductionist and neglect at least some con
textual information. For example, open data may be ‘mea
sured’ incorrectly in cases where the ethics of sharing the 
data of a particular research project is contested. The use 
of open research metrics therefore increases the threat of 

“policy alienation” against open research principles more 
broadly (Lilja, 2021), encompassing disengagement and re
sistance when researchers perceive policies to be flawed, 
or when they lack power to influence them. Their use may 
contribute to a decline in professional trust with the uni
versity (Muller, 2018), particularly given the narrative ori
gin of open research practices as targeting the use of QRPs 
and fraud. When metric performance is incentivised by re
wards, it reduces intrinsic motivation for an activity, which 
may compromise grassroots bottom-up efforts to promote 
open research as a tool for intrinsically motivated re
searchers to improve the quality of their work (Allen & 
Mehler, 2019). Although there are calls for the use of a va
riety of open research metrics, their existence inherently 
cultivates standardization (Muller, 2018), leaving them in
appropriate for different disciplines and modes of knowl
edge production. Initiatives to assess open research have 
attracted charges of ‘epistemic imperialism’ (Penders, 
2022) and work against efforts of the grassroots organizers 
to advocate for a flexible and diverse approach to the adop
tion of different practices (Kathawalla et al., 2021; Whitaker 
& Guest, 2020). 

Despite assertions by existing providers of open research 
metrics that “transparency cannot be gamed” (Curate Sci
ence, 2021), if such metrics are linked to employment in
centives then it is inevitable that researchers will attempt 
to behave strategically to succeed on them. The discourse 
around open research metrics appears to accept the in
evitability of Goodhart’s Law, which states that when a 
measure becomes a target, it ceases to be a good measure 
(Muller, 2018). Hence the acknowledgement that open re
search metrics will require continued development to pre
vent researchers exploiting them (European Commission et 
al., 2017; Knowledge Exchange, 2021). Even in the embry
onic stages of the development of open metrics, there is ev
idence of researchers attempting to game them, by upload
ing incomplete data or unusable analysis code to receive 
credit for sharing these; behaviour dubbed “open-wash
ing” (FORRT, 2021). To prevent gaming, the measurement 
of open research practices must become more complicated 
and nuanced, and further resources dedicated to improving 
and implementing metrics, as well as investigating their ef
fects and correcting historical cases of gaming. These ac
tivities form much of the current work of the growing field 
of meta-research (Ioannidis, 2018). The adoption of open 
research metrics as performance incentives by universities 
and university rankings would therefore invite comparisons 
between meta-research and the historical appropriation of 
bibliometric research by neoliberal policy makers and the 
capitalist university (de Rijcke & Rushforth, 2015). 

A final issue is the lack of an in-built limit to dedicating 
resources to combatting the cycle of gaming and improve
ment. Where metrics are employed as performance incen
tives in the private sector, there is a limit to the resources 
that can be invested in measuring performance and im
proving metrics to prevent gaming: eventually it begins to 
distract and limit the company’s core business of making 
profit (Muller, 2018). However, in research, given the lack 
of a true reliable indicator of ‘output value’ to contrast with 
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input costs, this limiting effect is harder to establish. The 
huge growth in administrative roles in universities (Boze
man & Jung, 2017) is partly evidence of the time and re
sources already spent on recording and implementing met
rics. To the extent that this administration and the field of 
meta-research have a genuine effect on improving the qual
ity of research and advancing human knowledge (through 
metricizing open practices or otherwise), investment in 
these is justified. However, it should be recognized that 
this investment (as well as the additional demands on re
searchers of complying with new metrics) also redirects 
time, resources, and money away from the actual process of 
research that they are supposed to be improving. 

Open Research in University Research      
Governance and Administration    

If open research practices become incentivised or man
dated by a university’s research strategy, a logical step 
would be to incorporate their assessment into existing uni
versity research administration workflows and systems of 
compliance (Shepherd, 2008). Two potential examples of 
this occurring are with pre-registration and data/materials 
sharing. For pre-registration, there have been suggestions 
to include this in existing university ethical review proce
dures. This has naïvely been described as merely “a few 
additional steps” to existing ethical review (Nosek et al., 
2018), but existing processes often already present an un
necessary administrative burden for researchers. Within 
the open research movement, there are active debates 
around the value of pre-registration for certain types of re
search (e.g., qualitative or exploratory research, Coffman & 
Niederle, 2015; Szollosi et al., 2020), and concerns about 
the poor quality of some pre-registrations, which must be 
“exhaustive” in order to properly constrain opportunities 
for researcher bias and reveal QRPs (Bakker et al., 2020). 
This complicates the design of an efficient system of com
pliance for pre-registration, the likely result of which is 
potential overcompliance and problematic robotic bureau
cracy, asking academics to self-administer their research 
plans (or explain why such plans are not necessary) using 
centralized systems which inevitably lack nuance. Given 
that existing examples of administrative burden in the eth
ical review process stem from similar conceptual issues 
(Bozeman & Youtie, 2020), there is a high potential for 
a university to implement additional pre-registration pro
cedures that increase unnecessary bureaucracy for re
searchers. 

A second example of potential increased bureaucracy 
comes from the tensions between open data and materials 
and entrepreneurship. This can be seen where there is de
bate over the extent of openness of different elements of 
a research project, for example about the timing of releas
ing open materials to maintain a competitive or commer
cial edge, or when a piece of software has been developed as 
part of collaboration and the ownership of different compo
nents of it is unclear (N. Levin & Leonelli, 2017). In these 
cases where universities must decide to selectively engage 
in open research practices, further administration is nec
essary to select and record which projects (or elements of 

projects) will be made open (and when, and to what extent). 
In large collaborations it may be necessary to develop com
plex legal agreements to ensure that all parties are united 
on the extent and timing of openness of different elements 
of a project. This is particularly likely in cases of collabo
ration with industry, who may be ideologically opposed to 
openness (Fernández Pinto, 2020). Even with the support 
of research professionals, these agreements will inevitably 
entail more administrative work for academics. 

The incorporation of open research into existing univer
sity administration would accelerate the entrenchment of 
openness as a newly integral (rather than additional) part 
of the process of research itself. This may lead not only to 
new practical burdens on researchers, such as an increase 
in workload (Hostler, 2023), but to moral pressures to per
form open research, as part of the reformed scientific bu
reaucracies and procedures that distinguish “good” open 
research from undesirable closed research (Penders, 2022). 
This is problematic, as what counts as “good” research can 
vary significantly depending on the academic discipline and 
mode of knowledge production. Cementing ‘openness’ as a 
quality criteria in existing research bureaucracies perpet
uates epistemic orthodoxies and inappropriately ‘shames’ 
research that fails to adopt such practices, even if it may 
not be beneficial for that specific project (e.g., pre-registra
tion for qualitative research). 

In his seminal book on ethical review boards “The Cen
sor’s Hand”, Schneider (2015) describes a system of bureau
cracy with a number of features. It is a system created and 
justified by a perceived crisis in unethical or dishonest re
search; its initial remit and purpose are expanded by “bu
reaucratic turf-grabbing”, and the determined work of ad
ministrators who are dependent on its success; it employs a 
costly and time-consuming “event-licensing” model which 
determines whether every single piece of research (no mat
ter how small or unimportant) complies with certain stan
dards; it lacks a coherent or legible framework for deci
sions, it inappropriately views most research through the 
norms and definitions of a positivist, scientific epistemol
ogy; and it tends towards methodological orthodoxy and is 
unaccountable. Although it is not inevitable, it is also not 
difficult to imagine a situation in which the appropriation 
of open research administration by the university leads to a 
system with similar features for mandating open research. 

Open Research and the Reorganisation of       
Academic Labour   

The potential for open research reforms to influence the 
organization, form, and exploitation of academic labour 
have been discussed since Moore (2007) framed initiatives 
to share data as a “functionalist” rather than altruistic re
form, embedded in the capitalist logic of cost-effectiveness 
and pressure to exhaust returns from investment and re
sources (including academic labour). This observation was 
prescient to appeals to “maximise” and “extract” value 
from research and “minimize waste” in discourses com
monly used in the justification of open practices (Ali-Khan 
et al., 2018; Inkpen et al., 2021; S. L. K. Stewart et al., 
2022). More recently, Callard (2022) has argued that open 
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research’s aim of improving the “efficiency” of research has 
implications for the workload of academics and that open 
research discourse has neglected to discuss the expecta
tion of increased academic labour to achieve this. These 
concerns echo those of Peterson & Panofksy (2020, 2021) 
who suggest that the framing of open research in terms of 
“economic language”, and a focus on the extrinsic incen
tives that motivate scientists betray the collusion of open 
research with neoliberal principles. However, Uygun-Tunç 
et al. (2021) argue it is a fallacy to politically link open re
search and neoliberalism directly through shared language 
of “efficiency”: open research is primarily concerned with 
increasing the efficient accumulation of human knowledge 
by redirecting resources only towards epistemically reliable 
research (without reference to the conditions of academic 
labour); the capitalist university is concerned with the effi
cient accumulation of knowledge which improves its met
ric performance (epistemically reliable or not) through con
trolling the distribution (and potentially exploitation) of its 
resources and academic labour. Put simply, efficiency is a 
relative concept and here the objects of the arguments are 
distinct. Arguing that open research reforms are neoliberal 
because they do not focus on changing existing labour ex
ploitation is inappropriate if this is not their purpose. 

A key consideration though, is whether both concep
tualizations of efficiency can be simultaneously true, and 
whether the top-down incentivisation of open research 
causes this commonality. In other words: Is the accumula
tion of epistemically reliable research also made more effi
cient by greater exploitation of academic labour? And does 
incentivising open research within the current framework of 
a neoliberal and hyper-competitive research market facili
tate this? 

These questions must be considered within the context 
of current exploitation of academic labour and the demands 
of open research. It is widely acknowledged that conducting 
open research comes with additional time and resource de
mands on researchers (Allen & Mehler, 2019). Completing 
the tasks of pre-registration, data-sharing, and materials-
sharing to a high standard is time consuming and often 
requires the cultivation of specialist knowledge in statis
tics, data sharing legislation, or other data science skills. Si
multaneously, there is a growing recognition of increasing 
workloads for academics (Beatson et al., 2021), and the use 
of “workload intensification” as a strategy by universities 
to meet institutional needs without expending greater re
sources (Papadopoulos, 2017). Changes to research expec
tations are often seen as additional demands on academics, 
introduced to workloads that are already at capacity, in the 
form of “workload creep” (Long et al., 2020). Given that 
workloads are already at “untenable” levels (Beatson et al., 
2021), and universities are unlikely to see changes to pres
sures to maximise efficiency and remain competitive, it is 
probable that expectations to conduct open research will be 
included in workload creep. This would manifest in expec
tations for researchers to practice open research activities, 
but without explicitly downgrading expectations on other 
performance measures such as level of funding acquisition 
or rate of publication (Hostler, 2023). 

A common suggestion for mitigating increased workload 
from open research has been to support the organization 
of research along post-academic science principles of in
terdisciplinarity, team-based research; specialization; and 
project-focus (Ziman, 2000). For example, Stewart et al. 
(2021) acknowledge that “It is an unrealistic goal for re
searchers to be software engineers in addition to being ex
perts in their discipline”, and that “there should be wider 
support, recognition and reward of team-based research”. 
Similarly, Holcombe (2019) argues that a positive change 
of adopting open “contributor” authorship practices will be 
that “the allocation of scientific resources will shift to more 
effective combinations of researchers” (rather than individ
uals). However, such team-based organization already gen
erates opportunities for exploitation, through the develop
ment of a “gig economy” job market (G. Nelson et al., 2020), 
in which workers lack the security or benefits associated 
with traditional full-time permanent contracts. Employing 
researchers only for specific research tasks (such as data 
collection) is a practice already used to justify underpaid, 
temporary contractual arrangements (Ivancheva, 2015). 

From an open research perspective, reorganizing re
search to team-based projects fosters improvements in di
versity and fairness. Using open authorship practices pro
vides recognition and reward to research labour which is 
often not formally acknowledged, for example, the work of 
software engineers, statisticians, data managers, and other 
research professionals (S. L. K. Stewart et al., 2022). Al
though discussion of labour conditions is generally lacking 
in open research discourse (Callard, 2022), there have been 
some explicit calls against exploitative practices. For exam
ple, the suggestion that specialists should be “core-funded” 
by institutions (rather than project-funded) and given 
“clear routes for career progression and promotion” (S. L. K. 
Stewart et al., 2022), and the need to consider which types 
of labour are currently over- and under-valued in reforms 
to incentive systems (Ledgerwood et al., 2022). However, 
any changes to the employment of researchers introduces 
the potential for exploitation as well as to improvements 
in labour conditions. Whilst specialization often confers 
higher employment status and salaries, the qualitative 
change from an ‘all-round’ researcher to one who only con
tributes to a single element of research also brings with it 
the potential argument that such roles should therefore be 
valued less. Ironically, universities could justify exploitative 
changes by harnessing existing prejudices from traditional 
‘principal investigator’ academics against the worth of re
search professionals and specialists (Teperek et al., 2022). 

The adoption of open authorship has been framed as an 
opportunity for “universities… to make better decisions by 
analysing the sorts of teams that deliver the best research” 
(Holcombe, 2019). The question is whether the “better de
cisions” made by the university will be in the interests of 
researchers, or those of academic capitalism. Transparency 
illuminates the previously opaque ‘black box’ of research 
labour, giving universities the opportunity to employ new 
forms of control and managerialism, including more micro-
managed workloads and the ‘Taylorisation’ of research 
labour, analogous to changes which have occurred in uni
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versity teaching (McCarthy et al., 2017). Universities could 
use contributor information to change the existing terms 
of employment of academics and unwillingly shift them on 
to specialized, or ‘atypical’ contracts, in the same way as 
is currently done in the redeployment of underperforming 
researchers to teaching-only contracts. Differing valuations 
of research roles could subsequently lead to researchers 
gaming contributorship guidelines. 

Whilst the motives may be different, there is clear align
ment in discourse and practice between the open research 
movement’s promotion of specialized team science, and the 
manifestation of academic capitalism in the re-organisa
tion of academic labour along similar principles. This may 
help to facilitate the adoption of open research by univer
sities, but also positions open research as hostile towards 
many of the norms and values of research under the ‘tra
ditional’ research governance model. There is a clear ad
versarial position in some areas to what is viewed as the 
“de-skilling” of academic labour by the growth in special
ist research roles (Macfarlane, 2011, 2021; McCarthy et al., 
2017). From this perspective, the shift to post-academic 
science represents an imposed redefinition of research as 
an activity, and an act of de-legitimization of other types 
of research based around disciplinary norms, philosophi
cal reflection, and broad intellectual engagement (Macfar
lane, 2021). For these researchers, the ‘unbundling’ of their 
labour through enforced specialization and the increase 
in research professionals may represent a profound threat 
to their “academic identity” (Neary & Winn, 2016). More 
broadly, it has been argued a shift to post-academic science 
presents a threat to the concept of academic citizenship 
(Beatson et al., 2021), to be replaced by a shift to “market 
citizenship”, and behaviours directed toward maintaining a 
neoliberal research system (McCarthy et al., 2017). 

Finally, a shift towards teams of differentiated, special
ized researchers may contribute to the breakdown of the 
faculty as a unified labour force. This may occur practically, 
as a result of the conditions of working within competing, 
insular teams (Braun, 2014); but also philosophically, from 
the dissolution of a conventional academic identity. An 
academic identity based around shared practice, experi
ence, and values is integral to the development of a com
mon “epistemological standpoint” (Fisher, 2021) which in 
Marxist theory is thought to be a necessary precondition to 
acting as a unified labour force to challenge working con
ditions. Thus, a move from a broad community of scholars 
to specialist, collectivized research teams (partly due to the 
requirements of open research reforms) may deprive the 
faculty of one of its only weapons of resistance against the 
negative effects of academic capitalism. 

Conclusions  

Utilising the theory of academic capitalism, this paper 
has considered the potential socio-political consequences 
of open research reforms in the context of a neoliberal re
search market, and the priorities and behaviours of the uni
versity as a key actor in this ecosystem. Using this lens, it 
can be seen that whilst the ethos and values of the open 
research movement are in opposition to the norms pro

moted by academic capitalism (such as competitive self-in
terestedness), methodological reforms do little to challenge 
the actual manifestations or fundamental mechanisms of 
academic capitalism. Rather, the uncritical incentivisation 
of open research within an existing framework of academic 
capitalism and a neoliberal research market invites accu
sations of endorsement and may enable the appropriation 
of open research reforms by capitalist universities as a tool 
of control, increasing bureaucracy and workload for re
searchers. 

Integrating the assessment and incentivization of open 
research practices within existing research bureaucracies is 
likely to accelerate the standardization of the movement, 
something that grassroots open research advocates have 
already been critical of. There is still significant work to 
be done to understand the value of open practices (such 
as preregistration) across different epistemic contexts. Pur
suing the development of administrative and assessment 
processes that reward or require open research without 
considering these questions would reinforce accusations of 
‘epistemic imperialism’ already aimed at the movement 
(Penders, 2022). 

Open research and academic capitalist discourses closely 
align in the promotion of some of the principles of “post-
academic science”, such as specialization and collectiviza
tion of researchers. Many academics may therefore oppose 
open research reforms on the grounds that they facilitate 
the unbundling of academic labour and represent an exis
tential threat to traditional academic identity. Whilst open 
authorship and the increased transparency of academic 
work provide an opportunity to reorganise academic labour 
to improve diversity and reward under-valued work, they 
also offer the university new opportunities to exploit aca
demic labour, potentially by harnessing existing prejudices 
against research professionals and specialists. 

The open research movement cannot ignore the fact that 
universities’ institutional response to reforms will be a 
strategic one, based on the extent to which they align with 
existing and future priorities. The university’s behaviour 
must be considered in the context of a global neoliberal 
research market which influences their approaches to re
search governance, and relationships with academics. De
veloping solutions to the potential problematic conse
quences of reforms requires acknowledgement of existing 
problems as well as of the conflicting priorities and values 
of academics and universities. Previously apolitical propo
nents of open research reforms must engage with poten
tially contentious issues regarding the future form(s) of 
academic labour, which may bring them into conflict with 
either the capitalist university or with advocates of a tra
ditional “all round” academic identity. Likewise, those who 
argue for open research as a values-based ethos for research 
must critically engage with how such values can be practi
cally upheld and promoted within a system that is increas
ingly influenced by academic capitalism. 
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