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In a globalised and networked world, what is the
unique value a university can bring? Introducing
Open Knowledge Institutions

Digital ubiquity has disrupted the traditional university model. The internet has shifted the
balance of a tension between control and disorder in knowledge production, with many
of the opportunities the web brings leading directly to many of the challenges we now
need to address. Lucy Montgomery and Cameron Neylon advocate for the idea of
universities as Open Knowledge Institutions, which would support and provide spaces
for the world’s creative diversity to contribute to a common stock of global knowledge.
This means reinventing some of our ideas about what university is, or should be, while also recognising that this
change has to be an evolution, not a revolution.

What does it actually mean for a university to be “open”? In Europe the release of “Plan S” to deliver 100% open

access by 2020 has garnered the expected bouquets (and brickbats) from the expected players. MIT Library has
released a report surveying the wider policy landscape and laying out some of the context and expectations it has of

itself in developing open access. In Latin America, SciElQO is celebrating 20 years of delivering open access on a
large scale.

But many universities are also beset by ongoing crises. Their apparent inability to deal proactively with sexual
harassment and histories of racial exclusion an lonialism; the sense that the political class, if not yet the whole of

the public, is “sick of experts” and uninterested in rigorous and informed consideration and debate of issues; or
simply the fear that the role of universities will r hnol

Digital ubiquity has disrupted the traditional university model. Universities are still defined by a community of
scholarship which creates and conveys knowledge. But in that transaction of discovery and learning, digital access
and the rise of tremendous repositories of knowledge online have forced us to change the way we think about
universities.

Online learning, globalisation, increased affordability of travel and digital access have also meant that the community
of scholarship must be redefined — if it can be tightly described at all. Complex international issues are frequently
resolved only through a coalition of international expertise and collaboration. At the same time, changing business
models and nationalist self-interest ensure many universities still keep current and future intellectual property in a
closely guarded enclave.

What links many of these issues is the question of how a university should be open and networked with the wider
world. This is surfacing as a significant point of debate in university planning and strategy around the globe. On the
one hand, universities are making more of their research more available than ever before. They are working towards
greater involvement of wider communities in their activities than in the past and delivering more for national
economies and society than ever before. On the other, we are suffering this internal crisis of confidence in what our
purpose is. In a globalised, networked world, what is the unique value that a university can bring?
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In April 2018 a group of us came together with the shared conviction that tackling these issues requires us to see
how they are linked, and that the best way to see both the opportunities and challenges was to rethink and expand
what we mean by “open”. Over five days, supported by facilitation from Book Sprints, we went from the nebulous

idea that a university in the 215t century needs to be “an open knowledge institution” to the first draft of a book
fleshing out that idea.

What we identified was links between ideas of open science and open scholarship, diversity (of people, ideas and
topics), and the coordination required to work effectively together. In the book we argue that this is a “wicked
problem”, one in which all parts need to be considered together to make progress, and one for which we cannot
simply design the right solution but must find our way iteratively towards it. How many open access policies talk
about diversity and inclusion issues? How many diversity and inclusion policies talk about open access to research?
But how can open access to research deliver on its promise of value to wider communities of users if voices and
language that are meaningful to those users are not involved in the conduct and communication of that research?

Over five days and some 30,000 words we explored these issues. The process was “open” in the sense that we
weren’t sure exactly where we were headed, but it was also closed in the sense that it only involved the 13 of us in
the room. So we are now excited to release Open Knowledge Institutions to the wider world on the MIT Press
PubPub platform and invite your comment and criticism.

In developing the book over five days we needed a way of understanding the change we were advocating for. The
idea of an “Open Knowledge Institution” developed as a way of organising our ideas. This is not merely a way of
advocating for everything to be open all the time, but a way of understanding the tensions between “open” and
“closed”. The book charts how the internet has shifted the balance of a tension between control and disorder in
knowledge production and how the opportunities the web brings lead directly to many of the challenges we need to
address.

To address these challenges, we advocate for this idea of universities as Open Knowledge Institutions. These are
institutions in the very broad sense, that support and provide spaces for the world’s creative diversity to contribute to
a common stock of global knowledge. This means reinventing some of our ideas about what university is, or should
be, while also recognising that this change has to be an evolution, not a revolution.

The need to adapt to the disruptive force of a digital world has occupied the attention universities for a decade. We
hope this new perspective will prove a further catalyst for consideration.
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Open Knowledge Institutions is written by Lucy Montgomery, John Hartley, Cameron Neylon, Carsten Herrmann-
Pillath, Chun-Kai (Karl) Huang, Malcolm Gillies, Eve Gray, Joan Leach, Jason Potts, Xiang Ren, Katherine Skinner,
Cassidy R. Sugimoto and Katie Wilson and is a work in progress available for comment on the MIT Press PubPub

platform at http: kbook. .org/oki

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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