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Research4Life Landscape and Situation Analysis



Research Consulting was commissioned by Research4Life in 2019 to undertake a landscape 
and situation analysis of the key trends in the research and communications landscape

Aims and methodology

Aims Methodology

• Understand the external dynamics and 

recent changes within the research 

communication ecosystem

• Identify the key trends in research 

communication

We used a mixed methodology to identify 

the key trends affecting research and scholarly 

communication. This included:

• Identification of trends: informed by existing 

knowledge and a survey of Research4Life 

partners

• Desk-based research 



PEST levels of analysis









OA is estimated to grow…

Estimated number of articles with OA copies (Piwowar et al, 2018)

Projected article views, by OA type (Piwowar et al, 2018)

https://peerj.com/articles/4375/
https://peerj.com/articles/4375/


The impact of COVID-19

Sets precedent for 

greater intervention 

by governments and 

state actors

Increased adoption of 

new technologies, 

including AI and big 

data

Threats to HEIs and 

library budgets in both 

high-income and low-

income countries

Widespread fiscal and 

monetary risks, 

especially for LMICs

Heightened recognition 

of the value of scientific 

research

Accelerating shift to 

open, electronic 

content rather than 

closed and print 

resources



In summary…

Growing demand for higher 

education has increased the talent 

pool for research and has seen the 

number of universities in LMICs 

soar

Demand for more equitable 

research partnerships between 

high income countries and LMICs

Public sector R&D investment is 

growing, but from a very low base

Research in LMICs is growing both 

in terms of the total amount of 

money invested in R&D and the 

total number of researchers  

The rise of open access is 

changing the amount of literature 

freely available to LMIC 

researchers as well as publishing 

models

Changes to search and discovery 

workflows have radically altered 

the user experience



Access the report outputs via Kudos: 
https://www.growkudos.com/projects/research4life-landscape-analysis

https://www.growkudos.com/projects/research4life-landscape-analysis


Research4Life Infrastructure Review



As part of its regular cycle of programme evaluations, Research Consulting was 
commissioned by Research4Life in 2019 to undertake an infrastructure review to assess the 
partnership’s organisational effectiveness

Aims and methodology

Aims Methodology

• Assess the effectiveness and efficiency of 

Research4Life from the perspective of the 

different partner types

• Provide information to partners which will 

help them make decisions on the strategic 

future of Research4Life

We used a mixed methodology to assess the 

partnership’s operational effectiveness. This included:

• Background research on Research4Life’s core 

partners’ role and analysis of Research4Life’s usage 

data

• Interviews with 23 Research4Life partners and four

external partners

• Two surveys sent out to partners 



Findings



SWOT analysis



Partners’ motivations and benefits of 
participation

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Good PR

Online content provision helps lower carbon footprint

Builds relationships with other publishers and R4L partners

Long-term market development goals

Popular with publishing partners

Attracts authors from developing countries

Popular with editors and authors

Corporate social responsibility goals

Awareness and visibility of our brand

Relationships with research communities in developing…

Adds value to  projects

Market intelligence from developing countries

Feel-good factor for organisation

Percentage of responses

Publishers (n=37) Other partners (n=9)

• Research4Life aligns with partners’ 

organisational mission

• Involvement in the partnership is a 

key reputational benefit

• The partnership offers unique 

opportunities for collaboration

• Limited awareness of the 

Sustainable Development Goals



Decline in usage
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ScienceDirect (source: Elsevier, 2019 data incomplete)

Research4Life usage is declining but usage of open access content is increasing. 



Impact 

“Impact reports I’ve seen in the past, I felt were a bit weak, it’s about really being 
able to see what impact R4L is having on a large scale. We saw some interesting 
reports that talked about programmes delivered, but not genuine impact: ‘as a 
result, this happened’. – Publisher

“We have a lot of good intentions but need to think about how to demonstrate the 
impact of our work. Everyone assumes it’s good, but it’s not well-explained or 
quantified.” - UN Agency

“One of the issues we are facing is that there are no indicators, so without 
indicators the whole initiative is at risk.” - UN Agency



Theory of change

“A theory of change would be useful, 
that's an excellent idea. There are so 
many smart people with good 
intentions, but we have to be more 
business-minded to demonstrate 
impact” - UN Agency

Theory of 

Change

Identify 

the 

purpose 

of the TOC
Develop 

vision and 

define 

desired 

change

Identify 

domains 

of change

Identify 

strategic 

priorities

Develop 

pathways 

of change

Review & 

adapt TOC



Governance and management
Publishers’ perception of Research4Life partnership

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Overall, R4L programmes are well-managed

R4L most effective scheme to provide
information access to developing countries

We enjoy good working relationships with
the UN agencies

We get information we need to assess what
we are achieving

Needs of end users are represented in R4L's
governance and decision-making processes

The five programmes are well integrated.

Percentage of responses (n=8)

Strongly disagree Disagree Neither agree nor disagree Agree  Strongly agree

Other partners’ perception of Research4Life partnership

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Overall, R4L programmes are well-managed
(n=35)

R4L most effective scheme to provide
information access to developing countries

(n=34)

The five programmes are well integrated
(n=35)

Needs of end users are represented in R4L's
governance and decision-making processes

(n=35)

We enjoy good working relationships with
the UN agencies (n=35)

We get information we need to assess what
we are achieving (n=35)

Percentage of responses

Strongly disagree Disagree Neither agree nor disagree Agree Strongly agree



Technical infrastructure

“In terms of systems development, this portal is so old-fashioned and 
horrible, everybody knows that, and it needs to change for sure.” - UN 
Agency

“The whole point of R4L is to deliver valuable content to researchers in the 
developing world, and it's that delivery where we're messing up…All the 
other stuff, the training, the comms, where we seem to be doing a much 
better job, is the icing on the cake." - Infrastructure Partner



Mobile access
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“Mobile devices are very important -
people complain so much and say, 'why 
don’t you have an app?'" - UN Field 
Officer

“A lot of the traditional training scenarios 
assume that everyone is sitting in front of 
a PC but in many countries in Africa, 
Indonesia, people don’t use PCs, they use 
mobile phones - it’s easier, cheaper, more 
stable.” – Infrastructure Partner

Percentage of publishers and other partners who agreed that Research4Life 

is effective in supporting mobile access



IP recognition

“The whole area of IP recognition needs to be looked at to a greater extent. [We need] 
some kind of review around the current password system and what opportunities 
there are for addressing that." – Publisher

“The new authentication platform came in five years ago, and that made a big 
difference. We are also moving to IP-based access, and that’s making a big difference 
on the campuses where it’s in place.” – UN Field Officer

“We have been promoting IP registration, but what we have seen… is that people 
might not know that IP registration is an option. It's very laborious.” – UN Agency



Exclusions

The importance publishers ascribe to setting 

exclusions on content

Whilst over 50% of publishers see exclusions as important and very important, users report exclusions have a negative 

impact on the user experience. 
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“Exclusions by the publishers are a big problem - where 
countries are moving from A to B and have to pay.” - UN 
Field Officer

“Issues stem from all of the country exclusions that the 
publishers put in place - it's just exceedingly complex, the 
list that the providers send. You take all that, spread it 
across >100 countries, and inherently in that there will be 
challenges.” – Infrastructure partner



Communications and marketing

The level of priority set by publishers and other partners for greater 

social media presence in low- and middle-income countries 

The level of priority set by publishers and other partners for increased 

communications and marketing in low- and middle-income countries

Whilst partners do promote the programmes, the visibility of the partnership is a concern. 
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“The lack of visibility is always a concern for R4L. They've never had that and it's an issue, 
a liability.” – Publisher

“I don't think they're that active on Twitter. I definitely think they should be doing more -
it's such an easy, cheap thing to do. It's something which is there for the taking.” -
External Expert



Open access

Publishers’ and other partners’ views on the risk posed to Research4Life by 

OA 

Projected article views, by OA type (Piwowar et al, 2018)

Partners don’t see open access as a significant threat but open access is estimated to grow. 
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Costs and resources
Cost comparison 2015 and 2019
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Cost per login 2015 and 2019

Costs have increased and with the decline in usage, so have the costs per login.



Future developments
• There are a variety of suggestions for future funding models
“Primary funders for this are the publishers, as we discovered from the feasibility study from CABI. With funders it is difficult to make the case, 
they just turn around and ask, ‘well why aren’t publishers doing more?’.” – Infrastructure partner

• Partners wish to consolidate rather than add any new programmes

"…I don't want to sound territorial, but we have five programmes now and I'm not sure that we should start another programme. At this point 
we should merge the programmes and rebrand as focusing on R4L as a whole." - UN Agency

• The five separate programmes confuses the overall partnership

"I think it's overkill having different sites for each programme, it just adds complexity, and the interface allows you to filter by subject anyway. 
The number of programmes just dilutes the brand of Research4Life, and I think there's an in-between approach they could take." - Technical 
Partner

• Partners don’t see a need to include any new bodies

“In terms of other bodies, I can't think of any and that may be because we're already broadly inclusive and adding new organisations might 
make this more difficult." - UN Agency

• UN Field Officers highlight a need for better language coverage

“We also need better language coverage - we have English, French, a little bit of Portuguese at present, but having more language accessibility 
would help a lot. English is the main language for the content, but people have a real barrier when the discovery and interface are all 
Anglophone.” - UN Field Officer



In summary…

Total costs have increased slightly 

– but cost per login has more than 

doubled

Research4Life has improved its 

offering but usage has declined, 

many partners are unaware of this

Research4Life aligns with 

partners’ missions but lacks 

external visibility

Governance is seen as effective, 

but with room for improvement

The current training arrangements 

are deemed as effective by 

partners who are aware of them

Partners wish to consolidate 

rather than expand



SWOT analysis



Strategy: Review and redefine Research4Life’s strategic priorities

Technology: Redevelop content portal, with a focus on 
responsive design

Marketing and communications: Increase use of marketing and 
social media to promote the programme in LMICs

Capacity Development: Strengthen online training offer, 
leveraging the success of the MOOC

Funding: review scope to improve recovery of funds from Group 
B countries

Conclusions and recommendations



Rob Johnson

Thank you

rob.johnson@research-consulting.com

@rschconsulting

www.research-consulting.com


