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Project rationale:
Why preprints?
• The C OVID-19 pandemic saw a rapid uptake in the use of 

preprints 1.
• Prior to 2020, preprint use was an established practice in 

computer science and physics,  with a s lower uptake in other 
disciplines.

• C urrently we are seeing an increased visibility of preprints,  as 
some large databases,  like Scopus and Web of Science, are 
incorporating preprints into their search corpus and results.  

[1] Watson C. Rise of the preprint:  how rapid data sharing during COVID-19 has changed science forever.  Nature 
Medicine. 2022;28(1):2-5. doi:10.1038/s41591-021-01654-6
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Research Questions

1. Are graduate students at C oncordia University citing preprints in 
their theses and dissertations?

2. Has the use of preprint literature in graduate student theses 
changed over time?

3. Is  there a difference between levels  of preprint citation in 
Masters compared to PhD theses?

4. Do students acknowledge a source as a preprint either in the 
text of their thesis  or in the reference list?  



Methodology:
Thesis sample
• Masters and PhD theses deposited in Spectrum (C oncordia’s  IR) 
• Ten-year period: 2015-2024 
• Departments of:

• Biology
• C hemistry & Biochemistry
• Health, Kinesiology & Applied Physiology (formerly Exercise Science)
• Physics
• Psychology

• Theses with an embargo date post December 2025 were excluded 



Methodology:
Preprint identification
• Identified a list of 49 preprint 

servers and academic websites (eg 
ResearchGate) that host preprints 
relevant to our selected disciplines.

• Using that list,  we identified 64 
search terms 

• Searched across all theses and 
dissertations using Adobe Acrobat’s  
advanced search function

• Reviewed search hits  to identify 
preprints



Methodology:
Data Collection
For each search hit,  we recorded:

• Thesis  Year
• Department
• Degree granted
• Thesis  structure (Manuscript vs Traditional)
• Number of citations in ref list (if using a style with numbered references)
• Preprint Server 
• Preprint Year
• Number of in-text citations to preprint
• Is  item identified as preprint/not peer reviewed in text/ref list when cited?
• Preprint citation (as cited in thesis)



Methodological Challenges

• What counts as a preprint?
• Versioning
• Open review platforms
• Manuscript theses/dissertations chapters as preprints

• Permalink/doi in citation points to different source than citation 
text

• False preprints



Methodological Challenges:
Versioning [preprint vs. post-print]
Sample reference list citation:
Wu, H.;  Noé, F.  Variational Approach for 
Learning Markov Processes from Time 
Series Data. 2017. 
https://doi.org/10.48550/ARXIV.1707.046
59. 



Methodological Challenges:
Open peer review platforms
Sample reference list citation:
J.A. Gustavsen, S.  Pai,  R.  
Isserlin,  et al.  Rcy3: Network 
biology using cytoscape from 
within R.  F1000Research, 
8:1774, 2019. 



Methodological Challenges:
False preprints

False preprint 
citations:  
• C itation mentions 

“preprint from…” or 
"preprint at. . ." but 
link to published 
article

• C itation mentions 
arXiv or bioRxiv but 
link to published 
article



Limitations of methodology

Potentially missed hits  if hyperlinks were embedded in the text 



Limitations of methodology :
Numbered ref lists

C orresponding in-text citation: 

Sample reference list citation: 



Preliminary results
FOC US : C itations that we can confidently say are to a preprint
We identified 156 citations to preprints in 92 theses from a sample of 815. 
We have 134 challenging citations awaiting final decision



Preliminary Results:
Our Sample (n=815)

Total theses & dissertations
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preprint
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Psychology
31%



Preliminary Results:
Theses with preprint citations, by discipline
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Preliminary Results:
Citations to preprints by discipline
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Preliminary Results:
Average preprint citations per thesis over time 
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Preliminary Results:
Average preprint citations per thesis by level
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Preliminary Results:
Preprint servers cited

1
1
1
1
1
2
2
2
3
4
4

7
8

49
70

C ERN
C ogprints

EcoEvoRxiv
Preprints .org

Research Square
MedRxiv

OSF
PeerJ
SSRN

Authorea
Nature Precedings

chemRxiv
PsyArXiv

arXiv
bioRxiv

So far,  BioRxiv is  the top cited preprint 
server,  accounting for 45% of all preprint 
citations. Second is  ArXiv with 31%



Preliminary Results:
Preprint servers cited, by discipline
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Still to come…

• Decisions on challenging cases
• Further data analysis  
• Manuscript



Thank you! Questions?
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