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Changing landscapes in Oxford
Fourth ISMTE European Conference

The damp, grey, blustery chill of autumn has yet to arrive 
in force in the UK but, as in previous years, the sun shone 
bright and clear upon St Hugh’s College, Oxford, for this 
year’s European conference. The September issue of EON 
reported that this year’s North American conference was the 
largest conference yet, and it was particularly pleasing that 
the European conference was similarly full to capacity, with 
60 registered delegates. Although the majority were from the 
UK, eight other European countries were represented.

Following a welcome by Michael Willis on behalf of 
the ISMTE and conference committee, Elizabeth Blalock 
initiated formal proceedings with a survey of the Society and 
its activities to date. The meeting then launched into the first 
of two morning plenary sessions with the theme ‘Changing 
landscapes’ – in open access (OA), then in peer review.

Open access
Caroline Sutton (Co-Action Publishing, OASPA) initiated 
the first session by repeating to a large extent her presentation 
from the North American conference, this time with a shifted 
focus towards the European position. Originating from 
the USA but living and working in Scandinavia, Caroline 
was well-qualified to examine issues from both sides of the 
‘pond’. She anticipated this to be her last-ever presentation 
of the case for open access given that, as she sees it, this is 
now something taken for granted within the industry. She 
explored how arguments for OA have shifted in recent years, 
particularly drawing attention to the often-overlooked point 
that OA is about free access to and free re-use of publications. 
She examined some of the philosophy underlying OA, for 
example that ‘Knowledge is no longer property but a node 
within a network’, and the argument that an article’s usage 
will dictate its value. The role of the publisher within this 
changing landscape is to contribute to the infrastructure of 
knowledge rather than to the knowledge itself. 

Steven Hall (Institute of Physics Publishing, IoPP) followed 
this by explaining how IoPP and other commercial publishers 
are facing up to the challenges of open access. Publishers have 
generally responded initially with denial, moving through 
stages of anger, bargaining and depression and concluding 
with some form of acceptance. Steven outlined the favoured 
approach now as being one of constructive engagement in the 
debate, starting with a clear and transparent communication 
of policies, tagging publications with rich metadata to enable 
funders to maximise the return on their funding, and offering 
a sustainable ‘gold’ OA model on all relevant journals. Bearing 
in mind the subsequent discussion of peer review, Steven 
also cautioned against bringing a discussion of peer review 
models into the OA debate; there is no necessary relationship 
between model of peer review and article funding.

Training and Resources
After refreshments Jason Roberts gave a brief synopsis of 
the role and remit of the Society’s Training and Resource 
Committees, amply illustrated by reference to the materials 

already available on our website (http://www.ismte.org/
Resource_Central). 

Peer review
By pure coincidence the UK Government’s response to the 
Parliamentary Science and Technology Committee’s report 
on scientific peer review was published 30 minutes before 
the second morning session, which thereby proved to be 
about as topical as we could have envisaged, and the speakers 
referred to both the report and the Government’s response in 
their presentations.

In the context of the turbulent times through which 
scientific peer review appears to be passing, Adrian Mulligan 
(Elsevier) launched the session on peer review by presenting 
a broad survey of results from studies on perceptions of peer 
review, particularly among academics.  It was well-illustrated 
with figures and case studies ranging from the staggering (one 
peer review undertaken on average every 22 seconds in 2009) 
to the bizarre (the case of the journal Rejecta Mathematica, 
which takes pride in publishing papers rejected from all other 
journals; significantly it has published 12 papers in two issues 
in the past three years). Perhaps despite the impression often 
given, studies undertaken by Elsevier of author and reviewer 
behaviour indicate that both groups overwhelmingly favour 
single-blind peer review above other models.

Crisis or no crisis in this area, an enlightening study of 
how the British Medical Journal (BMJ) has responded to 
the various challenges was given by Trish Groves (Editor-
in-Chief, BMJ Open), who described two trials conducted 
by the journal which showed that reviewers were generally 
more reluctant to participate in open peer review, although 
whether a paper proceeded through closed or open peer 
review (where the reviewers’ comments would be published 
alongside the article) did not affect the quality of the peer 
review itself. Trish demonstrated that BMJ Open seeks to be 
as ‘open’ as it feasibly can, both as a gold OA journal and by 
publishing previous versions and all reviews (unedited, just 
as they are submitted) alongside all published articles.

A variety of post-lunch optional workshops enabled 
delegates to consider day-to-day difficulties in editorial 
offices. Jason Roberts discussed the increasing number 
of guidelines available to the scientific community for 
reporting on research; Diana Epstein looked at methods for 
increasing the involvement of editorial board members; and 
Andy Collings from PLoS talked through various strategies 
to attract authors (attracting the right kind of authors, the 
workshop concluded, was just as important as attracting 
more authors). More refreshments followed a brief time 
of feedback, after which a further set of workshops gave 
delegates the opportunity to consider mechanisms for pre-
screening or triaging submissions (led by Michaela Barton); 
strategies for managing poor or excessive copy flow (Michael 
Willis); or ways to build up the loyalty of reviewers (Sherryl 
Sundell). Feedback from those attending suggested that 
the workshops provided many useful ideas, the one often-
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mentioned disadvantage being was that it wasn’t possible to 
attend all of them.

Collaboration
A central objective of the ISMTE is to facilitate networking 
among those working in the field, an objective which was 
amply met in a number of ways. In previous years the 
European conference has hosted an ‘Ask the Expert’ session, 
but on this occasion we transmuted it into an ‘Exchange 
Forum’, along the lines of the North American conference. 
The presupposition is that, to a lesser or greater degree, the 
delegates are the experts and will benefit from each other’s 
experience and advice. Extended refreshment breaks also 
contributed to the opportunities for networking, regaling 
each other with tales of editorial woe and success, and 
quizzing the speakers about issues raised in the main sessions.

Dinner
A new departure this year was a pre-conference dinner, 
essentially a substitute for a post-conference cheese and wine 
reception held in previous years, and available at no additional 
charge to all who wanted to sign up. Given that a significant 
proportion of delegates have to travel to the conference 
from some distance, staying overnight beforehand, the 
dinner permitted people to meet each other before the main 
proceedings and to make the most of the time available. 
The dinner, held at the Quod restaurant in central Oxford, 
was full to capacity and it was particularly welcome to have 
some of the conference speakers present. The highlight 
of the evening was a guest speaker from the Council of 
European Association of Science Editors (EASE), Professor 
Eva Baranyiová, who enlightened diners with her tales of 
the unexpected in 40 years of editing a journal through the 
era of Communism, the Velvet Revolution and recent years, 
each epoch presenting challenges all of its own. Given that 
there is some overlap in the interest of our members, ISMTE 
is exploring with EASE ways of providing reciprocal benefits 
to our members. If you are an EASE member and happen to 
be at next year’s conference in Tallinn, look out for a parallel 
session run by ISMTE members on journal metrics and 
reporting.

The future
This year’s European conference was successful in many ways. 
Our vision for next year - the Society’s fifth birthday - is that we 
have more sessions (perhaps extending the conference length), 
more first-rate speakers, yet more highly relevant topics and, 
of course, more attendees. If you benefited from this year’s 
meeting and would like to be involved in contributing to the 
next, do consider joining the committee. We would welcome 
your involvement and contribution most warmly.

Michael Willis
Chair, ISMTE European Conference Committee 2011

Member, ISMTE Board
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