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ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION: There may be value to understanding the interests and needs of a journal’s audience, 
particularly regarding open access publishing (OAP) and behaviours associated with predatory publishing 
while establishing a new field-specific journal. As a new journal facing potential challenges in the publishing 
space, the Journal of Natural Health Product Research (JNHPR) undertook a stakeholder and community 
feedback initiative on publishing research in the field of natural health products (NHPs). To our knowledge, 
this is the first study where academic representatives of the journal used this method to examine the 
knowledge, attitudes, and opinions of its potential audience. 
METHODS: A database of international researchers in the NHP field was built using publicly available 
online data. Most NHP researchers were identified by a keyword-based, systematic search, with a small 
percentage discovered through snowball sampling. A survey was distributed to all identified researchers to 
collect their knowledge, attitudes, and opinions about OAP and the JNHPR.
RESULTS: The survey was completed by 167 NHP researchers and demonstrated a wide range of attitudes 
and opinions about OAP. Most respondents were familiar with OAP and preferred the OAP model over 
a subscription-based journal. Additionally, responses indicated that OAP is a polarizing and controversial 
subject. Positives included the wider circulation and potential for shorter publication times, while negatives 
included the potential for less rigorous peer-review standards and generally higher costs. Regardless of 
perceptions on OAP, impact factor, reputation, scope, and indexing were the most valued factors when 
choosing a journal for submission.
DISCUSSION: According to the survey results, the JNHPR excels in some areas while also needing to 
improve in others. The journal succeeds in two areas: its broad scope, which attracts NHP researchers from 
a variety of disciplines, and its rapid publishing time. Indexing and further reduced publication fees for low-
income nations were mentioned as areas in need of improvement.
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Introduction
Open access is a publishing model that allows readers 
to access content published by others at no cost. The 
number of open access scholarly journals has grown 
considerably in tandem with the rise in Internet usage 
for information distribution [1]. Unfortunately, an 
increasing number of digitally based, open access 
journals have taken advantage of scientific authors by 
charging them publication fees while failing to adhere 
to high-quality, transparent editorial and publishing 
practices [2, 3]. Such exploitative business strategies 
are known as predatory publishing, in which a jour-
nal offers false metrics (i.e. fabricated impact factor) in 
order to encourage authors to use their services in the 
aim of prioritizing profit over quality and accuracy of 
the content they publish [4]. In addition to jeopardising 
the integrity of legitimate scientific literature [5], preda-
tory publishers have unintentionally created difficulties 
for new, but legitimate journals or publishers with open 
access journal offerings, making it harder for them to 
distinguish themselves from the predatory ones [6]. In 
April 2019, an international group of stakeholders took 
part in a Delphi survey to inform a consensus definition 
of predatory journals and publishers [7]. Based on the 
Delphi results, renowned scholars and publishers from 
ten countries then issued a comment in Nature present-
ing this first consensus definition in December 2019 
[8]. They defined predatory journals and publishers as 
“entities that prioritize self-interest at the expense of 
scholarship and are characterized by false or misleading 
information, deviation from best editorial and publica-
tion practices, a lack of transparency, and/or the use of 
aggressive and indiscriminate solicitation practices” [8]. 
In addition, it was determined that changing the already 
established term “predatory” would be challenging for 
the scientific community, with difficulties identifying 
literature, disseminating and promoting a new name 
internationally, and updating existing educational mate-
rials among the challenges [7, 8]. As a result, it was con-
cluded that the term “predatory” would continue to be 
utilized [7, 8]. 

Furthermore, in 2020, a scholarly journal published 
the results of a modified three-round Delphi survey 
of 45 well-known experts in predatory journals and 

journalology that covered three themes: 1) predatory 
journal definition, 2) educational outreach and policy 
initiatives on predatory publishing; and 3) developing 
technological solutions to stop submissions to predatory 
journals and other low-quality journals [7]. Three of the 
seven markers were unanimously agreed to be highly 
crucial in detecting predatory journals and distinguish-
ing them from legitimate publications. These are: 1) the 
journal solicits articles using forceful or persuasive 
emails; 2) the publisher’s contact information is difficult 
to verify; and 3) the journal lacks a retraction policy. In 
terms of educational outreach and policy measures, the 
45 experts agreed that public funds should be commit-
ted to research about predatory publishing and that a 
checklist be established to help writers recognize preda-
tory journals [7]. Additionally, they decided to create a 
single website to combine information and build a pred-
atory journal research observatory in order to explore 
technical solutions to stop submissions to predatory 
journals [8].

Reputable  research journals frequently focus on a 
certain specialty, clearly define their scope, and depend 
on a qualified and experienced editorial board com-
prised of researchers with a track record of publishing 
peer-reviewed research that is relevant to the journal’s 
scope [9]. In this context, it is not only the reputation 
of the journal, but also the reputation of its associated 
editorial board, that draws higher-quality scientific con-
tributions. Normally, a new journal will target a spe-
cialized community of scholars, issue a call for articles, 
and use social media channels to raise awareness of the 
new journal and its editorial board [9, 10]. As these 
approaches demand just a small investment of time, 
energy, or infrastructure, it is very easy for predatory 
publishers to replicate their behaviour [11–13].

The challenges of launching a new scholarly jour-
nal have been highlighted in some published research 
 articles, including 1) the time, financial, and mana-
gerial commitments, 2) governance responsibilities, 
3)  selecting a qualified editorial board that is motivated 
to better understand the needs, desires, and capacities 
of potential contributing scholars, and 4) developing 
a robust peer-review procedure [10, 14]. In addition, 
since most established researchers prefer to submit their 
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CONCLUSIONS: This approach may be useful to researchers who wish to launch their own journal in 
the future to gain a better understanding of their potential audience’s knowledge, attitudes, and opinions, 
allowing for better engagement and service.
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original findings to well-known and reputable journals 
with high impact factors, encouraging original contri-
butions from the field’s top scholars is a critical step in 
developing a new journal [10, 15, 16]. This challenge, 
however, can be addressed by targeted marketing and 
direct communication with scholars in the field [14, 16]. 
Furthermore, partnering with a society can help a new 
journal gain credibility by connecting scholars with 
international academic communities and enhancing the 
exposure of the journal’s content [17–19].

In 2018, the Journal of Natural Health Product 
Research (JNHPR) was created to serve as the first jour-
nal dedicated to NHP research, regardless of sponsoring 
institution, scientific discipline, or methodology [20]. 
In 2019, the JNHPR was formally launched and also 
became the official journal of the Natural Health Product 
Research Society of Canada (NHPRS), a learned society 
that represents academic, government, and industry 
researchers in this field [21]. As a new journal, repre-
sentatives of the JNHPR were driven to better under-
stand the needs, desires, and capabilities of its potential 
contributing scholars, with the goal of stimulating 
increased submissions and growth. The purpose of this 
study was to survey NHP researchers to gain a better 
understanding of their attitudes and opinions towards 
open access publishing and a field-specific journal, the 
JNHPR. This survey was informed by a newly created 
database that only identified English-speaking/publish-
ing NHP researchers internationally.

Methods
Approach
Prior to commencing this study, a protocol was pub-
lished [22]. The study initially created an international 
database consisting of NHP researchers who were iden-
tified as the journal’s potential audience using publicly 
available information (i.e. peer-reviewed publications, 
faculty webpage, etc.). Once identified, participants 
were asked to complete a survey electronically and 
responses were collected. Survey questions were devel-
oped and beta-tested by a core team of authors. They 
focused on understanding NHP researchers’ attitudes 
and opinions concerning OAP as well as the creation of 
a new field-specific journal. While our study was exempt 
from the Hamilton Integrated Research Ethics Board’s 
oversight, we do confirm that this study was conducted 
in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki. We 
ensured that participants were treated with respect, that 
respect for autonomy and informed consent was pres-
ent, and that the participants’ privacy and confidential-
ity were respected. 

Natural Health Product Researcher Database
As described in detail in the published protocol [22], 
an internet-based search was carried out to create a 
database containing the majority of English-speaking/ 
publishing NHP researchers globally. This approach thus 
focused on authors/researchers from North American 
(Canada and the United States) and European countries 
(including the following: Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria,  
Czech  Republic,  Denmark,  England,  Finland,  France,  
Germany,  Greece,  Italy,  Ireland,  Norway,  Netherlands,  
Poland,  Romania,  Spain,  Sweden,  and  Switzerland), 
as well as Australia. The region (i.e. state, province or 
territory) from which each Canadian, American, and 
Australian researcher was affiliated was also identified. 
An alphabetical list of each region’s major universities 
and research institutes was also generated. Their web-
sites, faculty and researcher profiles were specifically 
probed to further increase the likelihood of identifying 
a high percentage of NHP researchers. When necessary, 
this was complemented by Google searches using search 
terms such as “[‘University Name’ and ‘Researcher 
Name’]”. In reviewing each faculty member/ researcher’s 
web profile, evidence was sought that they were an 
actual NHP researcher by looking for keywords relating 
to: 1) NHPs as per Health Canada’s definition [23] as 
well as 2) the scope of the JNHPR [24].

For each individual that was determined to be an 
NHP researcher by these criteria, the following infor-
mation was collected: country/region of affiliation, first 
and last name, age, gender, university/institutional affil-
iation, academic/professional rank, research interests 
(keywords), email address, and the URL of the web 
profile. In addition, data was collected on up to five of 
their most recent NHP-related research publications, 
including the date of publication, article title, name of 
publication (journal), article keywords, article DOI, and 
article type (i.e. primary research, review article, edito-
rial, etc.). As this information was not always available 
on a single webpage, the NHP researcher’s publications 
were identified with the help of Google Scholar, Google 
Scholar profiles and PubMed. To minimize duplication, 
all NHP researchers who were sourced and included 
were cross-referenced against the database, as some 
researchers were linked with more than one university/
institution or country.

Natural Health Product Researcher Survey
In addition to the NHP researcher database, a quantita-
tive observational cross-sectional survey was designed. 
It was administered with the aim of understanding the 
knowledge, attitudes and opinions of NHP research-
ers towards 1) open access publishing; 2) aspects of 
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high-quality journal policies (vs predatory); and 3) the 
JNHPR itself. Each NHP researcher that was identified 
and added to the database was sent one invitation email 
and three reminder emails if they did not respond to the 
original invitation email. These four emails were sent 
one month apart. After participants consented to par-
ticipating and completed the survey, the responses were 
exported to a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. Open-ended 
survey questions were coded and developed into data 
with themes and meaningful constructs, while descrip-
tive statistics were used to analyse the survey’s Likert 
scale questions. The survey is available as Supplementary 
File 1. The first step was to gather information about 
researchers’ prior knowledge and experience with open 
access journals. Furthermore, the survey revealed fac-
tors that influenced researchers’ decision to publish in 
an open access journal, including potential barriers such 
article processing fees. It is worthy to note, however, that 
many notable  NHP researchers exist in nations other 
than those on the list we utilized to develop our NHP 
database. While this is recognized as a limitation of the 
present study, it was revealed that the majority of fac-
ulty profiles in these nations were not written in English. 
Apart from the fact that our team lacked the resources 
to translate these profiles, several of these researchers 
were not fluent in English, which would have made par-
ticipation in our survey more difficult. To address this 
limitation, survey participants were urged to invite any 
other NHP researchers from across the world who they 
thought may also be interested in participating. After 
such suggestions dwindled or further NHP researchers 
could not be discovered, recruitment ended and the sur-
vey was considered complete. The intention of this pro-
cess was to reduce bias in response collection. 

Our survey was analysed using descriptive statis-
tics; hence no specific power calculation was provided. 
Based on the sample size and response rate, the margin 
of error was calculated and reported. SurveyMonkey 
was used to collect all responses. Microsoft Excel and 
IBM SPSS Statistics were used to analyse the data 
(Version 25). The construction of the NHP researcher 
database began in early 2018, and our survey collection 
ran from January to September 2020. The survey sent 
to NHP researchers contained a link to our published 
protocol. The STROBE (Strengthening the Reporting of 
Observational Studies in Epidemiology) Statement, par-
ticularly its checklist of items that should be included in 
cross-sectional study reports, was utilised to inform the 
reporting of our survey findings [25].

Results
Demographics

Specific NHP-related Studies Conducted by Survey 
Respondents
Of the researchers identified in the database, 167 
responded to our survey. Most respondents (n = 152, 
91.0%) answered “yes” when asked if NHPs, in any 
form, were part of their research interests. The type of 
NHP-related studies these respondents had conducted 
are as follows: (multiple selections were allowed, a mean 
of 3.1 options (report SD or IQR) were selected): 102 
were related to traditional use, phytochemical compo-
sition, and therapeutic properties of NHPs (73.9%), 61 
were about NHPs in clinical settings and healthcare 
education (44.2%), 48 were about adverse effects of 
NHPs (34.8%), 41 were about the use of NHPs in society 
(29.7%), and 36 were exploring NHP-drug interactions 
(26.1%). Detailed demographics and other aggregate 
participant data are shown in Table 1.

Publishing
Experience with Open Access Publishing
Our respondents were familiar and had prior experience 
with open access journals. Indeed, when asked about their 
familiarity with the concept of an “open access” journal, 
more than three quarters (n = 108, 77.7%) reported being 
“very familiar” and almost one quarter (n = 29, 20.9%) 
reported being “somewhat familiar”. In addition, more 
than three quarters (n = 110, 79.1%) of respondents have 
authored a published article in an open access journal 
dealing with some aspect of NHP research. Of these 
authors, the earliest year of publication in an NHP open 
access journal on average was 2012, while the most recent 
year of publication on average was 2018.

General Attitudes Towards Open Access Publishing
Provided that all factors such as journal quality and rep-
utation are equal, respondents were asked whether they 
had a preference to publish their research in an open 
access vs. a subscription-based journal. Though most 
respondents had no preference (n = 62, 44.6%), more 
respondents preferred to publish in an open access jour-
nal (n = 49, 35.3%) than a subscription-based journal 
(n = 28, 20.1%) (Figure 1). Those who expressed a pref-
erence towards publishing in an open access journal did 
so for a number of reasons. Reasons included: 1) most 
research is government funded and taxpayers deserve 
the right to access the knowledge, 2) easier access means 
wider sharing among the scientific community and is 
more often cited, 3) there is normally a faster time to 
publication. Those who expressed a preference towards 
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Mean (range) (n = 167) 58.8 (16 to 84)
Female Sex (n = 167) 72 (43.1%)
Country of Primary Affiliation (n=167)

USA 53 (31.7%) 
Canada 35 (20.9%)
Australia 34 (20.4%)
Unspecified 16 (9.6%)
Italy 6 (3.6%)
Germany 3 (1.8%) 
Thailand 2 (1.2%) 
Spain 2 (1.2%) 
Netherlands 2 (1.2%)
Ethiopia 1 (0.6%)
India 1 (0.6%)
Malawai 1 (0.6%)
Bulgaria 1 (0.6%)
England 1 (0.6%)
Austria 1 (0.6%)
Sweden 1 (0.6%)
Romania 1 (0.6%)
Norway 1 (0.6%)
Mexico 1 (0.6%)
Colombia 1 (0.6%)
Serbia 1 (0.6%)
Peru 1 (0.6%)
Malaysia 1 (0.6%)

Current Position (n = 167)
Professor 48 (28.7%)
Associate Professor 22 (13.1%)
Lecturer 13 (7.8%)
Industry Scientist/Researcher 13 (8.4%)
Post-Doctoral Fellow 10 (6.0%)
Assistant Professor 7 (4.2%)
Professor Emeritus 7 (4.2%)

Employment Sector (n = 139)
University 105 (75.6%)
Industry 28 (20.1%)
Research Institute 17 (12.2%)
Hospital 10 (7.2%)
Government 6 (4.3%)

Years of Research Experience (n = 139)
>20 Years 73 (52.5%)
11–20 Years 37 (26.6%)
5–10 Years 23 (16.6%)
Fewer than 5 Years 6 (4.32%)

Years of NHP-Specific Research Experience (n = 139)
>20 Years 40 (28.8%)
11–20 Years 49 (35.3%)
5–10 Years 33 (23.7%)
Fewer than 5 Years 17 (12.2%)

a  Not all respondents answered every question. Data are number 
 (percentage) of respondents unless indicated otherwise.

Table 1. Characteristics of survey respondentsa. publishing in a subscription-based journal also did so 
for a number of reasons. Reasons included: 1) open 
access journals have a higher cost (article processing 
fee), 2) subscription-based journals have a reputation 
for more rigorous review standards, 3) the respondents’ 
research was very specialized and felt it would not 
appeal to the general public.

Additionally, respondents were asked which factors 
they generally valued when selecting a journal for sub-
mission. Of 139 respondents who expressed an opinion, 
the impact factor (n = 107, 77.0%) and journal reputa-
tion (n = 105, 75.6%) were valued by more than three 
of every four respondents. More than half of respon-
dents valued the scope (n = 92, 66.2%), indexing (n = 83, 
60.0%), readership (n = 79, 56.8%), and cost/affordabil-
ity (n = 73, 52.5%) when selecting a journal for sub-
mission. However, when probed for which factor they 
valued most when selecting a journal for submission, 
the 124 participants who responded to this question 
principally selected the impact factor (n = 81, 65.3%), 
the journal reputation (n = 58, 46.8%), and the scope of 
the journal (n = 54, 43.6%) (Figure 2).

When participants were asked how article process-
ing fees influenced their decision to choose a given 
journal to publish their scientific work, almost one 
third (n = 39, 31.5%) of 124 respondents indicated 
that they would submit to an author-pays journal but 
only if it is highly reputable. Of the remaining respon-
dents, roughly one fifth (n = 23, 18.6%) indicated that 
they would submit to any relevant author-pays jour-
nals with a good reputation, while roughly another 
fifth (n = 23, 18.6%) stated that author charges do not 
influence where they choose to submit their work. 
In addition, approximately one-sixth of respondents 
(n = 19, 15.3%) stated that they would submit to an 
author-pays journal but only if it was their only option 
for getting published, while the remaining one-sixth of 
respondents (n = 20, 16.1%) stated that they would not 
submit to any journal that charged article processing 
fees regardless (Figure 3).

Of 124 respondents who expressed an opinion, 117 
showed a preference toward submitting their scientific 
articles to either an open access journal that makes an 
attempt to reduce author fees (i.e., publicly, donor, or 
society funded) or a subscription-based journal that is 
free to authors, while only a marginal number of respon-
dents (n = 7, 5.7%) would submit to an open access jour-
nal that charges author fees (Figure 4).

In regard to the publishing quality, almost half (n = 60, 
48.4%) of our respondents were not sure whether there 
is a quality difference between open access journals and 
subscription-based journals. On the other hand, roughly a 
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Figure 1. Respondents’ preference between publishing your research in open access vs subscription-based 
journals, with all other factors (i.e. journal quality and reputation) being equal.

I have no preference towards either type of journal

I prefer to publish in open access journals

I prefer to publish in subscrip�on-based journals

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%
Percentage of Total Responses

Figure 3. How article processing fees influenced respondents’ decision of where to publish scientific work.

I would submit to an author-pays journal, but
only if it was my only op�on for ge�ng…

I would not submit to any journal that charged
ar�cle processing fees

I would submit to any relevant author-pays
journals with a good reputa�on

Author charges do not influence my choice of
where to submit my work

I would submit to an author-pays journal, but
only if it was a highly reputable journal

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%
Percentage of Total Responses

Figure 2. The factors that respondents value the most when selecting a journal for submission.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Journal services for showcasing your ar�cle
Open commentary on published papers

Journal services on viewership/reach for your ar�cle
Open peer-review
Blind peer-review

Author copyright (i.e. Crea�ve Commons license)
Other

Timely publica�on
Quality of peer-review

Cost/Affordability
Readership

Indexing (Medline/PubMed, EBSCO, Web of Science…
Scope of the journal

Journal reputa�on
Impact factor

Percentage of Total Responses
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Figure 4. Respondents’ preference on where to submit their scientific articles if all other factors were equal.

An open access journal that
charges author fees

An open access journal that
makes an a�empt to reduce

author fees (i.e. publicly,
donor, or society funded)

A subscrip�on-based journal
that is free to authors

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Everything else being equal, respondents prefered to 
submit their scien�fic ar�cles to:

quarter (n = 33, 26.7%) of respondents believed that open 
access journals and subscription-based journal were equal 
in quality and roughly a fifth (n = 27, 21.8%) of respon-
dents believed open access journals were of lesser quality.

When asking respondents to state how important it 
was for them to have their published scientific work pub-
licly accessible, roughly two-thirds (n = 82, 66.1%) said 
it was very important and more than a quarter (n = 36, 
29.0%) said it was somewhat important, while just a small 
number of respondents (n = 6, 4.8%) said it was some-
what unimportant or not important. Each respondent was 
asked to provide a comment on how open access publish-
ing, in general, could be improved for researchers. Among 
the comments received from 124 respondents, the three 
themes that emerged were 1) the reduction or elimination 
of article processing fees, 2) better indexing, and 3) greater 
quality and transparency of the peer-review process.

General Attitudes Towards the Journal of Natural 
Health Product Research
Finally, respondents were asked if they saw value in the 
JNHPR, which was launched in 2018 as the first jour-
nal to focus on publishing NHP research regardless of 
academic discipline or methodology. Of 124 respon-
dents who expressed an opinion, 106 (85.5%) said they 
saw value in the new journal. These respondents were 
also asked to describe why they saw value or did not 
see value in the journal. Among the responses of those 
who saw value in the journal, three themes emerged: 
1) there is a growing interest among the general public 
for NHPs, 2) it will bring NHP scientists together onto a 
single platform, 3) it provides an open access option to 

the sometimes-restrictive subscription journals in NHP 
research, and 4) the fee structure is reasonable compared 
to other open access journals. Most of the responses of 
those who did not see value in the journal addressed the 
fact that there are existing journals with higher impact 
factors that publish NHP-related articles and the chal-
lenge of developing a reputation that attracts the highest 
quality research articles in new journals. 

Additionally, respondents were asked whether they 
viewed the publication of non-academic research in a 
journal such as the JNHPR (given that all author conflicts 
of interest are declared) to be positive, neutral, or nega-
tive. Of 124 respondents who expressed their opinion, 
64 (51.6%) viewed it as positive, 49 (39.5%) as neutral, 
and 11 (8.9%) as negative. Of 58 respondents who chose 
to explain their reasoning, a few themes emerged among 
the responses of those who selected positive: 1) non- 
academic research should be published provided trans-
parency, ethics and validity is maintained and the peer 
review process is rigorous, 2) given that transparency 
is important and ascertained, wider access to industry 
research is beneficial, 3) it is difficult to access indus-
try knowledge as most do not publish their findings. 
The respondents who selected a negative opinion often 
mentioned that: 1) tenets of evidence-based practice and 
methodological rigour can best be achieved in academic 
settings or 2) there is a potential for unethical parties to 
exploit journals who accept industry- conducted research 
and use them for ‘cheap advertising’. 

Respondents were then given a scenario: that the 
JNHPR intended to launch a donation campaign to help 
support the journal’s operations, wanted to (partially 
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The three most valued factors among respondents 
with respect to choosing a journal included the presence 
of an impact factor, the journal having a good reputa-
tion, and their manuscript fitting with the scope of the 
journal. This is consistent with previous research that has 
identified factors that researchers value the most when 
determining journal choice for submission. According 
to a survey of 429 international publishing authors from 
all disciplines, after fitting within the scope, the impact 
factor and speed of review/publication were the most 
valued [26]. Another survey of more than 6,000 interna-
tional publishing authors from all disciplines found that 
peer-reviewing quality and speed were the most import-
ant factors influencing journal choice [27].

In addition to exploring NHP researchers’ attitudes 
and beliefs toward the OAP model, the present study 
utilized the responses from the more NHP-field specific 
survey questions to inform future directions for growing 
and improving the JNHPR. According to the responses 
of what the NHP researchers valued the most in a schol-
arly journal, it was apparent that the JNHPR excels in a 
few areas. As reported, the survey participants consisted 
of NHP researchers from a wide range of NHP-related 
disciplines in academia, government and industry. The 
JNHPR’s broad scope thus allows NHP researchers from 
all these disciplines to publish their work on a platform 
that provides rigorous peer-reviewed feedback and fills 
a significant gap that has been lacking for years. In addi-
tion, as the majority of the NHP researchers included in 
the survey were based at a university (n = 105, 75.6%), 
most were accustomed to publishing their work in a 
variety of scholarly journals which did not focus exclu-
sively (or at all) on the topic of NHPs, but rather devoted 
a section of the journal to the topic of NHPs. Thus, the 
JNHPR provides a scholarly journal option that focusses 
exclusively on publishing high-quality, peer-reviewed, 
open access, multisector, and multidisciplinary research 
on NHPs. Furthermore, when asked which factors the 
NHP researchers valued when selecting a journal to 
submit their work, almost half (n = 57, 41.0%) selected 
“timely publication”. Indeed, in the open-ended ques-
tions, many of the NHP researchers stated that this 
was especially important for them given that the field 
of NHP research is rapidly growing, with new findings 
being published daily. Many mentioned that their find-
ings need to be published in a timely fashion in order to 
provide the justification for viable clinical studies, espe-
cially in cases where the general public is consuming a 
popularized NHP that currently lacks an evidence base 
for safety and/or efficacy (i.e., many reported conducting 
research on NHPs in clinical settings, the adverse effects 
of NHPs, and NHP-drug interaction). In addition, as a 

or totally) lower authors’ article publishing fees, and 
sought to establish a grant fund for NHP research. 
Respondents were asked whether they viewed this 
journal donation campaign to be positive, neutral, or 
negative. Of 122 respondents who expressed their opin-
ion, more than half (51.6%) were positive, while 40.2% 
were neutral and the remaining 8.2% were negative. 
Of 33 respondents who chose to explain their reason-
ing, two main themes emerged among the responses of 
those who expressed a positive opinion: 1) it is import-
ant to have a clear and stable funding system, and 2) this 
approach helps to support new researchers that may not 
have money for publishing. In addition, a few themes 
emerged among the responses of those who expressed 
neutral and negative opinions: 1) perceived challenges 
or lack of interest among potential donors, 2) the jour-
nal may be perceived to be under pressure to publish 
positive findings in regard to industry products as a 
result of an alternate funding model, and 3) the jour-
nal’s reputation may suffer as a result of perceptions that 
publication of science can ‘bought’ by someone other 
than through the authors themselves.

More than 90% of our 122 respondents believed that 
more NHP research published in open access jour-
nals would benefit the NHP researcher community as 
a whole and more than three-quarters (78.7%) would 
consider submitting their research to the JNHPR if 
they were looking to publish their own NHP-related 
research. The respondents were also asked what would 
incentivize them to publish their research in the JNHPR. 
Among the responses, the five most cited factors were 
the impact factor, readership, reputation, as well as cost 
and speed of publication.

Discussion
The present study involved the creation of an interna-
tional database of NHP researchers who were recog-
nized as prospective contributors as well as an audience 
for the JNHPR. After the researchers were identified, 
a survey was conducted to better understand their 
attitudes and opinions about OAP in general and the 
JNHPR in particular.  The originality of this study rests 
in the stakeholder and community approach under-
taken by academic representatives of a new journal, and 
the creation of an international NHP researcher data-
base to survey the knowledge, attitudes, and opinions 
of the journal’s potential readership. The present study 
and protocol registration can serve as a model for all 
researchers and publishers in all fields who are inter-
ested in developing their own field-specific journal in 
an era of open access and predatory publishing. 
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supported by taxpayer funds, members of the public 
should have access to study findings, 2) more individu-
als who otherwise would not be able to afford a subscrip-
tion to a scholarly journal may now access and use the 
knowledge, and 3) findings can be disseminated more 
quickly and widely leading to more citations and more 
impact.

In contrast, several studies in the comparative litera-
ture looked into why scholars were critical of the OAP 
model [28–30, 32, 33, 35–38], and two explanations 
were found to be consistent: 1) scholars generally agreed 
that the number of high-quality, open access journals 
varied substantially among disciplines. According to 
one study, more than three-quarters of all tropical medi-
cine scholarly journals and more than half of all biomed-
ical research scholarly journals are open access, yet just 
7% of pharmacy scholarly journals are open access [39], 
2) some scholars believed that the OAP model creates a 
two-tiered system in which peer review is not the only 
element determining who gets published, but also who 
can afford the article processing fee. Scholars said that 
this raised concerns about the quality of research and 
strengthened the dominance of wealthy nations’ scien-
tific outputs. In relation to the present study, many of the 
NHP researchers who found value in the JNHPR per-
ceived benefit because it introduced another open access 
journal to the field of NHP research’s limited number of 
open access journals. Furthermore, because of its broad 
scope, scholars conducting NHP-related research across 
many different fields may publish their findings on a 
single platform that offers rigorous peer-reviewed feed-
back at an affordable cost. Indeed, in the open-ended 
questions, NHP researchers often acknowledged that 
paywalls continue to be a significant barrier to freely 
accessing scientific information, owing in part to the fact 
that academic publishing is a highly profitable industry.

The findings of the present study may further be con-
nected to the broader picture of research and scientific 
development. Among the most important implications 
is that the polarization in attitudes and opinions toward 
OAP may create problems for less recognized scholars. 
The quality of open access journal articles was a major 
concern for respondents who were critical of this model. 
This reflects an attitude that has surfaced in the  exist-
ing literature: not only do some researchers voice con-
cerns about the quality and reputation of open access 
journals, but they also frequently do not associate peer 
review with the publishing process in these journals 
[40, 41]. If individuals with more negative and  scepti-
cal views toward open access analyse the work of those 
who actively publish in these venues, this bias may seri-
ously jeopardise an early career scholar’s development. 

substantial number of respondents conducted research 
in NHP regulatory affairs, many mentioned in the open-
ended questions that the timely publication of their 
research is crucial in order to reach optimized models 
that balance NHP safety and efficacy, while respecting 
patient’s cultural diversity and freedom of choice. 

On the other hand, based on the survey responses, it 
is clear that the JNHPR may be improved in a few key 
areas, many of which exist largely due to the fact that 
the journal is still new. First, nearly two-thirds (n = 83, 
59.7%) stated that they valued journal indexing in major 
literature databases. While all articles published in the 
JNHPR are immediately indexed to Google Scholar, as 
a new journal, the JNHPR is not yet indexed in other 
well-known academic databases such as MEDLINE, 
EMBASE, Scopus, and Web of Science. However, the 
JNHPR has future plans for all articles to be indexed 
in these databases once the journal meets the eligibility 
criteria to apply for indexing. Additionally, more than 
three-quarters of respondents (n = 107, 77.0%) stated 
that the journal’s impact factor was important to them 
when choosing a journal to publish their work, with 
many noting in the open-ended questions that this was 
a requirement for annual performance reviews, tenure, 
and promotion at their university. As the JNHPR is a 
new journal, its impact factor will be established and 
will evolve over time. Furthermore, based on responses 
from the open-ended questions, several respondents 
mentioned that a waiver of publication fees for devel-
oping countries and nonfunded studies would incen-
tivize them to publish their research in the JNHPR. 
Although the JNHPR strives to keep submissions free of 
charge, the journal requires that authors pay a minimal 
one-time publication fee per article in the event that it 
is accepted, which covers the journal’s costs associated 
with maintaining its web domain/hosting, open access 
system, peer-review, copyediting, improving the visibil-
ity of articles, and membership fees (i.e. CrossRef). 

With regard to comparative literature pertaining to 
the attitudes and opinions of researchers towards open 
access publishing, a 2017 study surveyed international 
and multidisciplinary researchers’ use of and experience 
with OAP as well their perceptions of advantages and 
disadvantages [28]. Similar to the present study, the sur-
vey’s findings revealed a high level of engagement and 
familiarity with open access publishing, as well as the 
importance of rigorous peer-review and rapid publica-
tion when selecting an open access journal to submit 
their research work [28]. Additional studies assessed 
reasons why scholars were supportive of the OAP model 
[28–35]. These reasons were similar to those expressed 
in our study and included: 1) since research is often 
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benefit from development and testing of survey ques-
tions for construct validity and reproducibility.

Lastly, while some of the authors serve as editors or 
other staff members of the JNHPR, we acknowledge that 
it is an unusual situation to have submitted this article 
for peer review in this very same journal. Despite this, we 
made attempts to reduce biases in this process by assign-
ing a handling editor who subsequently assigned peer 
reviewers (all of whom did not contribute to this study). 
One of the primary reasons we opted for an editor and 
peer reviewers to provide feedback on our manuscript 
was to gain an external opinion of how we framed both 
our positive and negative findings, from the standpoint 
of the utility of the JNHPR.

Conclusions
The present study created a database consisting of an 
international sample of NHP researchers who were 
identified as the potential contributors/audience of a 
new field-specific scholarly journal that was recently 
launched. An online survey then determined their 
knowledge and attitudes towards open access publish-
ing, while gathering their opinions regarding a new 
field-specific scholarly journal specifically focused on 
NHP-related research and their suggestions and con-
cerns about such a journal. The attitudes and opin-
ions provided represent a valuable contribution to the 
field of academic publishing and the needs of the NHP 
researcher community. To our knowledge, this is the 
first study of its kind that ensures that the community 
of researchers that a journal serves can contribute to its 
improvement as a new field-specific scholarly journal. 
This study can therefore be used as a model for any other 
academic researchers from any discipline that may have 
an interest in establishing a new, open access scholarly 
journal with a similar participatory approach. Indeed, 
taking such a stakeholder-based approach to assessing 
researchers’ concerns, needs, and preferences may help 
avoid pitfalls inherent in today’s predatory publishing 
climate, and this methodology may be found useful and/
or be adapted by other ethical publishers in the future.

List of Abbreviations
JNHPR: Journal of Natural Health Product Research
NHP: Natural Health Product
NHPRS: Natural Health Product Research Society of 
Canada
OAP: Open Access Publishing
STROBE: Strengthening the Reporting of 
Observational Studies in Epidemiology

Therefore, education will be key in helping active mem-
bers of the research community understand the dis-
tinction between legitimate, peer-reviewed open access 
journals  and predatory ones. Furthermore, predatory 
publishers are increasingly exploiting the open access 
publication model [42, 43]. Predatory publishers are 
characterized by poor quality or unethical editorial 
and/or publishing practises, as well as the primary 
intention of profiting from unsuspecting, unscrupu-
lous, or early-career authors [1, 4]. Though predatory 
publishers may not consider the implications of their 
unethical behaviour, they are both terrifying and sub-
stantial. According to recent research, papers published 
in predatory journals are referenced in legitimate scien-
tific literature indexed in reputable academic databases 
like PubMed [17, 18]. Healthcare providers and policy 
makers rely on the legitimacy and validity of published 
scientific research to make well-informed decisions that 
can have life-changing impacts on professional practice, 
policy, and society. The quality of these decisions can 
therefore be directly influenced by the quality of pub-
lished research. This highlights the need for new OAP 
journals like the JNHPR to establish their legitimacy. In 
this sense, this survey provides a valuable tool. Indeed, 
it presented the JNHPR to its potential authorship and 
readership while asking for direction to improve the 
publication services and better cater to the requirements 
and expectations of researchers. It thus demonstrates 
the willingness to listen to and engage with the commu-
nity in this field to offer a legitimate broad-scope NHP 
journal.

Limitations
While the present study has revealed a rich range of 
insights, its scope is limited. Though the present study 
is based on an English speaking, international sample, 
it does not consider the impact of national policies on 
attitudes and opinions toward open access publishing. 
Moreover, it is acknowledged that many NHP research-
ers exist in countries outside those we selected in creat-
ing our NHP database and this limits the scope of our 
study. However, it was found that most faculty profiles 
in these countries were largely in foreign languages, 
which hinted at a potential language barrier to complete 
the survey. This limitation was partly addressed, how-
ever, by the snowball recruitment strategy used, which 
did result in a number of participants from countries 
not included in our list, thereby reducing bias in col-
lecting responses. Additionally, it is acknowledged that 
the sample size is relatively small. Due to the novelty of 
our study, the survey items were neither validated nor 
used in prior research. Future research in this area may 
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