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Level the publishing
playing field

Thebarriers toimpactful
engagement for scientists
fromthe developing world are
myriad. By Tom Kariuki and
Elizabeth Marincola

hen it comes to science communication,

researchers in the global south face the same

challenges as those experienced everywhere

else in the world: if they feel that their career

depends on publishingin a high-impact-factor
journal, they canspend aninordinate amount of time and
efforttrying to make this happen. Submissions must con-
formto the journals’ demands in terms of length, output
type, content, timing and copyright. Peer review can take
months and, of course, might not result in acceptance . And
research that is eventually published might be restricted
by paywalls or require that authors pay a substantial fee to
make their content open access.

But for researchersin Africa, multiple additional layers,
some subtle and others not so subtle, and often caused by
unconscious bias, introduce yet more barriers.

Selectivejournals tend to favour big, ‘splashy’ results that
aremuchmorelikely to be generated fromresource-intense
research environments. They also demand that submissions
provide the sort of complete data analysis and ancillary
documentation that results from the work of specialists,
such as biostatisticians, that are integral to many research
teams in the global north, butless so in the global south.

Many journal editors in the global north still carry the
bias that although African labs might know about ‘African’
disease, they have less to offer when it comes to ‘devel-
oped-world’ disease. But although communicableinfections
such as malariaand HIV are, of course, still too prevalentin
Africa, their proportionalimpact on public healthis dimin-
ishing rapidly, whereas non-communicable diseases such
ascancer, diabetes and cardiovascular ailments, arerising.

Another related belief, stated or otherwise, is that Afri-
canresearchers should dedicate their limited resources to
translational and operational sciences, rather than basic,
discovery science. Yet Africahas the greatest genetic diver-
sity inthe world, ripe for findings leading to precision-med-
icine strategies — which take into account patterns found
inlarge datasetsas well as a patient’s genomicinformation
—that could be applied worldwide.

Journal editorsinthe global north spend much time net-
working at conferences with scientists from well-funded
labs, mostly in the United States and Europe. African
researchers have less access to these networks, owing to
the financial cost and difficulties in accessing visas.

Thereisalsoless ofaculture of peerreviewin Africathan
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inthe global north and African researchers are much less
frequently invited to review manuscripts by selective jour-
nals. Active participation in peer review allows an early
chance to view new findings and gives researchers an
insightinto how peer review works, for when they submit
their own papers.

Finally, there is the straightforward scepticism of sub-
missions from less renowned groups of scientists, a reac-
tion often received by African researchers when they are
subject to triage by journal editors in the global north.

Happily, the solutions will benefit not just African and
other researchers in the global south, but also increase
equity for all researchers.

We must refuse to submit ourselves to the tyranny of the
impact factor — at best, an extremely biased measure of
actual‘impact’. Researchleaders and administrators must
strip journal titles from CVs when considering candidates
for grant funding, hiring, awards or promotion. They must
show leadership within their teams by encouraging sub-
missions to openjournals. Although aninvestigator’s pub-
lication record remains a good reflection of their impact,
this can be measured by a variety of alternative metrics,
such as views, downloads and collaborations.

Through the Science for Africa (SFA) Foundation, we
have noted that quality science is a product of conducive
and supportive research environments. Yet many research-
ersonthe continent continue towork inunder-resourced
environments with poor or no infrastructure, including
unsatisfactory buildings, alack of state-of-the-art equip-
ment and little or no access to technology platforms.

Inrecognition of these challenges, the SFA Foundation
has invested roughly US$100 million over the past two
years in resourcing African institutions in more than 40
countries, helping them to develop the necessary infra-
structure and environment, and human capital, to conduct
quality research.

We also stress the importance of a ‘hub-and-spoke’
model, evaluating the progress of more-developed research
centresinpartby their ability toimprove the contributions
ofrelated, interdependent, but less-developed institutions.
Thisis shownin the second phase of the SFA Foundation’s
Developing Excellencein Leadership, Training, and Science
in Africa (DELTAS Africa) initiative, in which we ask ‘stronger
institutions’ to partner with those with low capacity.

We must also value the importance of research pub-
lishinginan openenvironment. Open Research Africa—a
partnership between the SFA Foundation and open-ac-
cess publisher F1000, launched in2018 — provides arapid,
open-access option with post-publication peer review, in
which publicationis notunnecessarily delayed, ownership
rights are retained by authors and transparency prevails
throughout the process. It offers a publishing home not
justto SFAFoundation researchers, but tothose associated
with like-minded African science organizations.

Atthe core, however, Africanresearchers are still depend-
ent on global-north funding. This money flow, although
welcome, leaves African researchers at the mercy of the
priorities and values of others. African governments must
make research funding a higher priority: if they don’t, this
dependency dynamic will continue, further exacerbating
analready unlevel playing field in research publishing.
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