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Introduction

In this short essay, I describe the experience I have gained from my own ‘experiments,’ so to 
speak, on the actual value of non-peer-reviewed preprints in social sciences and humanities 
and whether they are beneficial for their authors. To present my ideas about the possible value 
of preprints as a means of (somewhat primitive) scientific publishing, the article will start with 
three cases, in which my preprints turned out to be useful and citable. Then, it proceeds to 
draw some short but worthwhile lessons for prospective authors.

The First Case: an Old Manuscript Deposited to a Frequently Cited Preprint 
Server 

In one case, following the introduction of the preprint system at the Centre Emile Bernheim, 
Université Libre de Bruxelles, I sent an old unpublished manuscript to the administrator to post 
it online (https://difusion.ulb.ac.be/vufind/Record/ULB-DIPOT:oai:dipot.ulb.ac.be:2013/14581/
TOC) [1]. I had no expectations whatsoever for its future use, except that people wishing to read 
it would have a place to find it. One reason for these modest expectations was the fact that the 
manuscript had been presented at an international conference and its abstract had been pub-
lished in the conference proceeding.
 To my surprise, the paper has since been read and cited by numerous researchers, in master’s 
and doctoral theses [2], journal articles [3], book chapters [4], and other working manuscripts [5].
 At that time, preprint servers in social sciences and humanities were not widely used, except 
among economics research circles, where the SSRN and RePEc systems had been around for 
10 years or so. It can be said that I stumbled on the opportunity to do this experiment to obtain 
some first-hand experience about preprints and their potential value.
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The Second Case: A Manuscript That Was Not 
Accepted by a Journal, But Was Deposited to a 
Frequently Cited Preprint Server 

The next experiment occurred in 2014 when I submitted a 
manuscript to a German journal. Although the reviewers and 
editors appeared to have liked the manuscript, they did not 
seem to endorse the innovative approach and what they per-
ceived as strange thinking that I presented in the manuscript 
and requested me to make too many changes. I faced a dilem-
ma. If I had moved forward with publishing the paper, it 
would have contained a completely different set of ideas due 
to the removal of all innovative analyses and ‘subjective’ as-
sessments. Alternatively, I could keep my ideas in the manu-
script; however, the paper would then not be accepted because 
it would not fit the aims and scope of the journal. Thus, even 
though it was unfortunate that the German journal’s editors 
and reviewers did not move forward with the publication of 
my initial ideas, I stumbled on another opportunity to use a 
preprint server to disseminate my ideas and to stimulate dis-
cussion, this time with a clear expectation that it would be 
distributed, read, and possibly cited. I posted it to IDEAS/
RePEc through the system of Université Libre de Bruxelles 
(working papers CEB, no. 14-010.RS; https://ideas.repec.org/
p/sol/wpaper/2013-163371.html) [6].
 Once again, the experiment did not fail at all. Over the past 
5 years, this article has been used by dozens of authors, in 
many different research studies, including doctoral disserta-
tions [7], master’s theses [8], journal articles [9], and book 
chapters [10]. By this time, preprint servers had become fairly 
well known, but editors and reviewers were still puzzled about 
their usage, and sometimes refused to consider a submission 
just because it had already appeared online as a non-peer-re-
viewed preprint. An example of this misunderstanding of the 
nature of preprints is furnished by the story of a the postdoc-
toral researcher Alison Gerber, who also faced a similar prob-
lem because her paper was available on the preprint reposito-
ry SocArXiv [11]. Another example is provided by the policy 
of a journal regarding preprints, according to which even 
though the journal does not strictly forbid preprints, the visi-
bility of authors’ information might affect the double-blind 
review process and reviewers’ comments about the paper (the 
source did not disclose the name of the journal) [12]. 

The Third Case: A Manuscript Accepted by a 
Journal after Deposition to a Preprint Server

By the time of the third case, preprint servers had become 
widely known, with systems such as Open Science Frame-
work, arXiv, and RePEc being used by hundreds of thousands 

of academics. Furthermore, our work was also a major one, 
with a lot of time and effort needed to complete the manu-
script. As the senior author of the study, I decided to inten-
tionally and voluntarily submit it to several preprint servers 
before submitting it to any journal. Why did I decide to take 
the risk? after all, there were still editorial boards that refused 
to consider preprints as submissions Simply because I am an 
advocate for preprint server systems and open science. We 
posted it to multiple servers: Academia, OSF, SSRN, IDEAS/
RePEc, arXiv, and PhilPapers [13].
 Then, we proceeded to submit the manuscript to Palgrave 
Communications, published on the platform of Nature Pub-
lishing Group (NPG). I had a few concerns, as I believed NPG 
to be a publisher that pioneered numerous innovations in sci-
ence publishing; therefore, the likelihood that they would 
consider an online preprint would be high. It turned out that 
my thinking was correct. NPG had no problem with preprints 
and even announced that they encourage not just preprints, 
but also preregistered reports [14].
 Therefore, nothing unexpected occurred regarding the use 
of preprint servers. The real surprise is that although the 
manuscript was peer-reviewed in a relatively short period of 
time (roughly three and a half months), its preprint version 
still received the first citation by an official peer-reviewed ar-
ticle [15], well ahead of the formal publication [16].

Conclusion 

There are different ways to look at the use and value of pre-
prints, and debates continue on whether something belonging 
to the ‘gray literature’ like preprints should be formally recog-
nized, or whether preprints would need some ‘light’ screening 
before being accepted to go live. For instance, Sheldon has 
warned that a bad preprint that attracts media attention might 
lead to confusion in society [17]. However, to maintain a 
healthy academic ecosystem [18], the following values have 
been suggested for preprint servers. First, if a research manu-
script is not peer-reviewed, that does not necessarily mean 
that it is not useful or that it is uncitable. Second, sometimes, 
preprint alternatives can be valuable for preserving the origi-
nal thinking of an author, which could be distorted when it 
becomes necessary to appease an unknowledgeable or rigid 
reviewer. Some authors may also use preprint servers to tell 
the world about their intention to preserve their free will [19]. 
Therefore, I suggest that preprints may be a valuable contri-
bution as an open platform to share our raw ideas with a wid-
er audience by allowing authors to share working papers, pre-
prints, postprints, or published papers in an economical man-
ner [20,21]. 
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