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The future for academic publishers lies in navigating
research, not distributing it

The world of scholarly publishing is in upheaval. As the open science and open research movements
rapidly gain momentum, the access restrictions and paywalls of many publishers put them at odds with
growing parts of the research community. Mattias Bjérnmalm suggests there is one way for
publishers to once again become central, valued members of the research community: by pivoting
from a focus on research distribution to processing and interpretation. A key challenge today is making
sense of the enormous amount of new information constantly being generated. Publishers are in a
unique position to develop algorithm-assisted approaches that can address this challenge; understanding and
establishing networks and connections within the research literature and identifying new trends and patterns.

As the conventional, subscription-based model (“pay to read”) falls out of favour, article processing charges (“pay to
publish”) are increasingly criticised, and new open research platforms emerge, many conventional publishers find
themselves perceived to be in conflict with the research community they wish to serve.

Over the last century, scholarly publishing has been instrumental in advancing research and its applications, in areas
ranging from public policy to technological advances. The role of typesetting, printing, and distribution of books and
journals was crucial for connecting researchers with the latest research. But in today’s electronic world researchers
can share findings easily, freely, and globally in numerous ways.

Examples include publishing platforms by universities/institutions/non-profits (e.g. UCL, MNI), the platinum/diamond
open access model (e.g. journals published by the Beilstein Institute), and funder-based platforms (e.g. European
Union, Wellcome, Gates, HRB) which are free for both authors and readers. Following these types of developments,
some find themselves asking “wh we n lishers for?”

If the (pre-)20th century challenge was distribution of new findings, the grand challenge for the 215t century has
become retrieval of important and relevant information from the ongoing deluge of knowledge generated. Today,
millions of research articles are published every year, and even in highly specialised fields the rate of publication
often makes it impossible for researchers to keep up with all new developments. How to best separate relevant
information from an ever-increasing background of noise (i.e. not relevant work) is therefore a central issue. The
challenge today is not circulating new ideas and results, but making sense of it all. And publishers may be uniquely
suited to address this challenge.

Academic publishers have always been situated at the interface of researchers and research. Historically, the overall
objective and value of publishers was connecting researchers to work that is relevant to them, which was mainly
achieved through specialised books and journals. With the explosion of new ways to share information in the digital
era, the relevance of these means (printed books and journals) may not be the same as it once was, but the original,
overall objective remains as relevant as ever.

By moving away from today’s distribution-based model (subscription fees and article processing charges) towards a
“knowledge retrieval” or “knowledge-centric” model, publishers could refocus their efforts to be better aligned with
their original objective in the digital era. Innovations that manage to leverage resources, infrastructure, expertise, and
connections to advance this area would create enormous value for the research community.
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Figure 1: Comparison of two strategies for academic publishers. Click to enlarge.

A first step could be to expand on what some journals already do today, such as providing commentaries, analysis,
and summaries of current, relevant research. Note that relevant is the key word here, which is also the challenging
aspect. While part of this challenge can be addressed by professional editorial teams that combine their efforts with
commissioned work from external specialists, the value created for the research community could be much greater if
these approaches were complemented by emerging systems that can handle and process vast amounts of
information in new ways.

Perhaps some of the inspiration for this can come from healthcare and computer-based models, where some “deep
learning” systems have already started to outperform human experts in the diagnosis of some diseases. In a
research setting, these types of algorithm-assisted approaches could perhaps help in understanding and establishing
networks and connections within the research literature and in identifying new trends and patterns.

This could facilitate some of the core work researchers routinely do, such as identifying gaps in current knowledge,
and identifying and evaluating opportunities for new research directions. It could also be useful for putting new
results or proposed future studies into broader context. For example by helping researchers answer questions such
as “does this make sense?”, “why did that happen?”, “how does that relate to other people’s work?”, and “what
should we do next?”. Ideally, it would be like having a trusted colleague with near-perfect knowledge of the literature
to bounce ideas, concepts, results, and potential new research directions off of.

Examples of this are already under development (albeit with few public details available so far). These and similar
types of systems (e.g. “deep learning” systems) would also benefit from the increasing availability of less
conventional research outputs, such as videos, extensive method descriptions, and even “dark data”.
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Publishers are well-positioned to help lead these efforts as their core function has always involved interfacing with
diverse research communities, libraries, and institutions as well as handling and processing research information. But
to drive this, the business model of many publishers needs realignment. Today, as mentioned above, it is largely
focused around journal subscriptions or article processing charges, which provides limited incentives towards
developing these types of systems (e.g. computer-assisted or algorithm-assisted “research navigation” systems).

If the objective was instead closer to the historical one of connecting researchers with research —i.e. a knowledge-
centric model — competition would be based around who could help researchers navigate and utilise the ever-
increasing volume of research outputs most effectively.

This can be thought of as a shift from a “knowledge-as-a-product” model (producing journals and books) to a
“knowledge-as-a-service” model (navigating research and facilitating understanding/decision-making). A culture
change will also be required in the research community, where prestige of publishing venue is often used as a
shorthand when assessing research, although movements to change this are slowly gaining momentum.

If successful, these types of knowledge-centric efforts could streamline current research, enable full utilisation of
existing knowledge, and inform new directions, thereby creating enormous value for the global, multibillion-dollar
research community while benefiting everyone involved.

Featured image credit: 119/365 — One old compass by Olga Filonenko (licensed under a CC BY-SA 2.0 license).

Note: This article gives the views of the author, and not the position of the LSE Impact Blog, nor of the London
School of Economics. Please review our comments policy if you have any concerns on posting a comment below.
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