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Carlos Moedas, European Commissioner for
Research, Innovation and Science, is a fan of open
science. Can the big science publishers be trusted
to help him? Photograph: Emmanuel
Dunand/AFP/Getty Images
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O pen Science is all
about making science
work better so that it
can address the

world’s challenges. It has been at
the top of the EU’s agenda for
some time. The European
Commission has the ambitious
target of achieving Open Access
to all scientific publications by
2020. The development of the
European Open Science Cloud
and Open Science Policy
Platform indicate that Open
Science has entered the
mainstream, shifting the process
and governance of scholarly
communication.

Now, the European Commission
have launched an Open Science
Monitor to help provide data on
the development of Open
Science in Europe. To their
credit, the Commission have
been relatively transparent about
the methods and data sources
used for this and who is
involved. They are also inviting
comments to improve the
indicators.

However, a cursory glance at the
methodological note reveals
something rather odd. The
subcontractor for the monitor is
Elsevier, the publisher and data
analytics provider. Within
scholarly communications,
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Elsevier has perhaps the single
worst reputation. With profit
margins around 37%, larger than
Apple and big oil companies,
Elsevier dominate the publishing
landscape by selling research
back to the same institutes that
carried out the work.

It gets worse too. Throughout the
methods, you can see that there
is an overwhelming bias towards
Elsevier products and services,
such as Scopus, Mendeley, and
Plum Analytics. These services
provide metrics for researchers
such as citation counts and social
media shares, as well as data-
sharing and networking
platforms. There are now dozens
of comments in the note pointing
out the clear bias towards
Elsevier and the overlooking of
alternatives.

It is worth highlighting some of
the key issues here that the
Commission seems to have
ignored in subcontracting to
Elsevier.

First, Elsevier has a notorious
history of campaigning against
openness in order to protect its
paywall-based business. In 2004,
they submitted evidence to the
UK House of Commons Science
and Technology Select
Committee on what they saw as
the risks associated with Open
Access such as threats to

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200304/cmselect/cmsctech/399/399we57.htm
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Access such as threats to
scientific integrity and research
quality. In 2007, they were part
of a PR campaign that connected
Open Access to government
censorship while lobbying the US
Congress. In the USA, Elsevier
supported a range of anti-open
bills, including the Research
Works Act (RWA), for which they
made numerous financial
contributions to members of the
House of Representatives . All of
this has stifled the growth of
public access to knowledge and
slowed the advance of Open
Science, benefiting nobody
except Elsevier.

Second, many EU member states
are currently turning against
Elsevier due to its anti-open
business practices, high and
ever-increasing prices, and
dangerously powerful size as a
commercial publisher. Research
institutes are typically prevented
from disclosing details of their
‘big deal’ subscriptions with
Elsevier, as this would place
downward pressure on journal
prices. This profoundly anti-
competitive practice has created
a dysfunctional scholarly
publishing market, and a budget
crisis for university libraries. We
are seeing national boycotts of
Elsevier and rejection of Elsevier
journal bundles. Just recently,
Swedish and German research
institutes announced that they

http://legacy.earlham.edu/~peters/fos/2007/08/publishers-launch-anti-oa-lobbying.html
http://blogs.discovermagazine.com/gnxp/2012/01/elsevier-funded-ny-congresswoman-carolyn-maloney-wants-to-deny-americans-access-to-taxpayer-funded-research/#.WyevD4jRBPY
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/sweden-cancels-elsevier-contract-open-access-dispute-spreads#survey-answer
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/will-other-countries-follow-germany-battle-elsevier
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were cancelling all Elsevier
subscriptions due to concerns
about sustainability, unfair
pricing arrangements and a
general lack of value.

If this wasn’t bad enough, the
conflict of interest of having an
organisation that stands to
benefit from the monitor by
using its own services is so
blindingly apparent that you
have to wonder why Elsevier
were subcontracted in the first
place. How is it reasonable for a
multi-billion dollar publishing
corporation to not only produce
metrics that evaluate publishing
impact, but also to use them to
monitor Open Science and help
to define its future direction?
Elsevier will be providing data
through the monitor that will be
used to help facilitate future
policy making in the EU that it
inevitably will benefit from.
That’s like having McDonald’s
monitor the eating habits of a
nation and then using that to
guide policy decisions.

Consider Elsevier’s CiteScore
metric, a measure of the
apparent impact of journals that
competes with the impact factor
based on citation data from
Scopus. An independent analysis
showed that titles owned by
Springer Nature, perhaps
Elsevier’s biggest competitor,

https://www.techdirt.com/articles/20180402/09131239544/hated-science-publisher-elsevier-to-help-eu-monitor-open-science-including-open-access.shtml
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2016/12/14/exploring-citescore-elseviers-new-journal-impact-metrics
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scored 40% lower and Elsevier
titles 25% higher when using
CiteScore rather than previous
journal impact factors.

Bianca Kramer, a librarian at
Utrecht University, commented
that the monitor should “only
include indicators that are
themselves open, so data can be
reused and results can be
reproduced.” This is a
fundamental part of responsible
metrics and begs the question of
why closed databases like Scopus
feature so prominently.

With so many glaring issues, we
should ask why the European
Commission allowed this. It
seems like a profoundly
undemocratic practice to have a
company with such an anti-open
history now with such a
powerful position in the future of
Open Science in Europe. The risk
here is that by using Elsevier
services for such a crucial task, it
creates a perverse incentive for
researchers to use those services,
and thus become dependent on
them. This very real issue
became apparent last week when
Mendeley encrypted its
databases, making it more
difficult for users to access even
their own data. Researchers
could become trapped in a
relationship with Elsevier in
which they are the service and

https://www.makingspeechestalk.com/ch/Open_Science_Monitor/comm/1215
https://www.theguardian.com/science/political-science/2015/jul/09/the-metric-tide-responsible-indicators-research
https://www.zotero.org/support/kb/mendeley_import
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As 2021 unfolds ...
... and you’re joining us from
France, we have a small favour
to ask. Through these turbulent
and challenging times, millions
rely on the Guardian for
independent journalism that
stands for truth and integrity.
Readers chose to support us
financially more than 1.5 million
times in 2020, joining existing
supporters in 180 countries.

For 2021, we commit to another
year of high-impact reporting
that can counter
misinformation and offer an
authoritative, trustworthy
source of news for everyone.
With no shareholders or
billionaire owner, we set our
own agenda and provide truth-
seeking journalism that’s free

content providers, the product
and the consumer.

It is a cruel irony that Elsevier are
to be paid to monitor the very
system that they have
historically fought against. The
European Commission should
remove Elsevier as sub-
contractor and look into better
options such as an independent
group with no conflicts of
interest. It is time to stand up to
these ruthless mega-
corporations before they corrupt
Open Science.
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from commercial and political
influence. When it’s never
mattered more, we can
investigate and challenge
without fear or favour.

Unlike many others, we have
maintained our choice: to keep
Guardian journalism open for all
readers, regardless of where
they live or what they can afford
to pay. We do this because we
believe in information equality,
where everyone deserves to
read accurate news and
thoughtful analysis. Greater
numbers of people are staying
well-informed on world events,
and being inspired to take
meaningful action.

In the last year alone, we
offered readers a
comprehensive, international
perspective on critical events –
from the Black Lives Matter
protests, to the US presidential
election, Brexit, and the
ongoing pandemic. We
enhanced our reputation for
urgent, powerful reporting on
the climate emergency, and
made the decision to reject
advertising from fossil fuel
companies, divest from the oil
and gas industries, and set a
course to achieve net zero
emissions by 2030.

If there were ever a time to join
us, it is now. You can power
Guardian journalism and help
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Guardian journalism and help
sustain our future. Support the
Guardian from as little as €1 – it
only takes a minute. If you can,
please consider supporting us
with a regular amount each
month. Thank you.
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