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“We think less of ‘web
visitors,’ and more about the
idea of web residents.”

Peter Ashman leads the strategic, commercial and operational development
of BMJ Journals and has business responsibility for the Group’s flagship
journal, the weekly British Medical Journal (BMJ). He was previously from
Nature Publishing Group, where he successfully led the Group's strategic
launch into medical publishing. Prior to that, he was publisher of the British
Dental Journal and successfully negotiated the acquisition of the British
Dental Association's entire journal portfolio. Earlier in his career, Peter
worked for The Lancet, both in the UK and North America.
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Taking peer review online
Scientific and medical publishing is heading for another shake up. The peer review model that created the
journal is being challenged. The model of how academic journals aggregate, refine and disseminate
knowledge grew from needs in another era. The arrival of the digital networked society recasts those
needs, and presents fresh challenges for the provision of data and information, while enfranchising
massive groups of people into debates from which they were previously excluded.
The web removes the frictions and broadens access, letting scientific journals enjoy audiences from
anyone confident with searching through Google. Regardless of background, location and education, the
articles from these papers are bubbling up in search results pages more and more.

Analyst’s profile:
Danny Meadows-Klue has
been a researcher and
commentator in the digital
networked industries since
1995. He managed the
UK’s first online
newspaper - The Daily
Telegraph – and has
helped run web
businesses ranging from
social media and mass
market portals to online
stores, magazines, search
and email services. He is
the co-founder of the UK
and European IABs, held
their presidencies for four
years, and has been
lecturing on digital media
and marketing for more
than a decade.

“Success in the digital networked
economy takes a different type of
thinking. We created the Digital
Thought Leaders series to help you
meet people who have the right
formula and are shaping the new
digital landscape. As media and
communications undergo
revolutionary change, there is a
sunrise on whole new sectors and a
sunset on others. Reading this
landscape can be the greatest of
challenges, but is key to building
wisdom and vision about where to
take your own brand and strategy.”

“The web removes the frictions and broadens access,
letting scientific journals enjoy audiences from anyone
confident with searching through Google.”
Strip away the model of peer review, and you have three fundamental building blocks:
•

A community that needs knowledge

•

Stakeholders who want to publish their knowledge

•

A publishing management process that is:
- highly selective in the knowledge it takes
- demanding in how it refines
- rigorous in applying the test of a jury of peers

The printed journal format is a neat package, and historically has proved to be the most cost effective.
However, the publishing model and the selection of channel are easily untangled. This is a process every
academic publisher is heading towards, and under the stewardship of Peter Ashman – the new publishing
director for the British Medical Journal group of titles – one of which the UK’s iconic medical title is likely
to be at the forefront.
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Why do some firms get it so right, and their audiences
and revenues explode? Our Digital Thought Leader
interviews bring you closer to people and brands
shaping the digital networked economy. They are based
on discussions we’ve had with them since 2000 and
are published monthly.
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The model of peer review is essential for several reasons:

New content for a new channel

•

The stamp of integrity a journal provides acts as a filter for the quality of knowledge in any given
market

•

The independence of the editorial from any one group of stakeholders prevents commercial
stakeholders from manipulating the agenda

“The BMJ online now becomes the definitive version of the title, supplemented by the print edition,”
explains Ashman. “The dotcom version is more dynamic, with added value features like polls and blogged
debates.”

•

The judgement in front of a jury of peers ensures the most painfully astute model for upholding
quality

“The BMJ online now becomes the definitive version of
the title, supplemented by the print edition.”

While Wikipedia fans have been prophesising the death of journals, the weakness is in the channel, not
the model. Wikis offer a new channel, but to date they are yet to evolve into tiered hierarchies for editing
that can build on the best of peer review. Wikipedia itself may have succeeded in mushrooming to be over
fifteen times the size of Britannica, and there may be some elementary spam and abuse management
processes in place, but the model remains susceptible to the tyranny of the majority and treats all editors
as equal.

This means an expansion of the scope for the publications, as well as new relationships with readers. "On
the web we can themes issues, in ways that are not effective or economic in print.”

What is weak about print? The classic problems are:

Ashman is also clear about the relationship between the brand values and the audience. “The key benefit
of having a community is in the brand loyalty they foster”.

•

Scarcity of access; although this barrier has softened now journals such as the BMJ make their
content available online

•

Narrow in content: pagination restricts not only the volume of papers, but also the depth and
referencing within each paper

•

Slow to publish: that frustratingly sluggish process of drafts, proofs, corrections and production

Community
But will these changes mean a risk to the quality of editorial. "Absolutely not. But does content help us
build deeper relationships with readers? Absolutely yes.”

There’s also a new type of thinking in place about audiences and the nature of the relationship with the
publisher: "At the BMJ we think less of ‘web visitors,’ and we’re now thinking more about the idea of web
residents. We are looking for an audience that comes to us and stays here.”

International

And this is the climate into which Ashman and an enthused team at the BMJ are deeply engaged. The
BMJ is no stranger to digital publishing: back in the mid-nineties they were among the first to embrace the
web, there is a stack of awards with their name on, and their models of free access to full text are already
ahead of all other mainstream medical journals.

What about the international nature of web publishing? The BMJ has always been a global journal and is
just as readily found on the shelves in Singapore and New York as it is in London. "Of the 1.1m people
coming to the BMJ.com site the vast majority are outside of the UK. They have an enthusiasm to generate
content and there will be much more in the way of UGC on our sites in the future.”

However, after spending time with Ashman, this is clearly just the start. His background in other scientific
journals brings a broad perspective of ideas and, like BMJ chief, Dr Michael Chamberlain, he shares a
passion for digital channels and the knowledge of how to navigate them.

And what’s next

Meet your Digital Thought Leader
Peter Ashman is Publishing Director, British Medical Journal
Peter Ashman leads the strategic, commercial and operational
development of BMJ Journals and has business responsibility for the
Group’s flagship journal, the weekly British Medical Journal (BMJ). He was
previously from Nature Publishing Group, where he successfully led the
Group's strategic launch into medical publishing. Prior to that, he was
publisher of the British Dental Journal and successfully negotiated the
acquisition of the British Dental Association's entire journal portfolio.
Earlier in his career, Peter worked for The Lancet, both in the UK and
North America.

And as for what’s coming? For a publisher, Ashman is uncharacteristically open: “Look out for more polls,
blogged debates, and now podcasts.”
In scientific and medical publishing, the BMJ group will be titles and sites to watch over the next two
years. That pioneering spirit from the early nineties is back, and the market is ripe for what they’ll deliver.

About the BMJ
BMJ Group is a global medical publisher. BMJ, (British Medical Journal) the
Group's flagship journal, was founded in 1840 and is one of the world's
leading general medical journals. It provides a wide range of evidencebased medicine products, in print, online and at events, offering the
medical community a comprehensive information support system. The
BMJ’s products and services extend to offer rights and licensing, and
targeted advertising and sponsorship opportunities for pharmaceutical and
healthcare companies, recruiters, and the general medical community.
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Digital Training Academy programmes

Our strategy and training programmes

Intensive digital marketing and publishing coaching that boosts the effectiveness and
productivity of digital teams in media owners, brands and their agencies.
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Corporate and product strategy development
Business plan analysis and risk assessment
Executive digital management coaching
Digital skills and knowledge training
Customer acquisition strategies
Market research and analysis
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If you have any questions about our approach to
training, or the detailed content of the course then
please email or call the team.

Digital Strategy Consulting Limited & Digital Training Academy Ltd
Tel

+44 (0)20 7244 9661

Email

Team@DigitalStrategyConsulting.com

Company 4342606

Boosting your digital teams

“I’ve been in digital for many
years, but the Digital Training
Academy you ran for our senior
management has transformed
this company. Congratulations.”
Media company board director and
participant, in-company Digital Training
Academy programme

Our programme of training for media owners,
consumer brands, agencies and business service
firms covers more than 40 different disciplines
within digital marketing and publishing. We cover
everything from improving the effectiveness of
search marketing to writing smarter email
campaigns, from harnessing social networks and
blogging, to strengthening media sales teams.

How can we help you?
Call one of our Academy Managers today on + 44
(0) 20 7244 9661 or talk with us by simply emailing
Admissions@DigitalTrainingAcademy.com
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