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Introduction 

This study is a product of the collabora�ve efforts of The Dialogue, one of India’s 
leading tech policy think tanks and Deepstrat, a research and public policy 
group ini�ated by a group with decades of experience in the top echelons of 
governance and policy making. The objec�ve of this research is to analyse the 
nuances of STIP, 2020 with a sharp focus on the Open Access and Singular Sub-
scrip�on provisions. The researchers aim to analyse these provisions in light of 
their impact on India’s research ecosystem and propose evidence-based recom-
menda�ons in consonance with the interna�onal standards to ensure a seam-
less fulfilment of the core objec�ves of STIP, 2020. 

A vibrant science, technology and innova�on ecosystem presents significant 
benefits, including promo�on of ground-breaking evidence-based research, 
novel solu�ons to societal problems and economic growth of the country.  With 
an objec�ve to realise these benefits, the Dra� ‘Science, Technology, Innova�on 
Policy’ (STIP), 2020 was released in December 2020. The purpose of the policy 
is to reorient science, technology and innova�on in terms of priori�es, sectoral 
focus and strategies. At the outset, it can be observed that the policy is created 
in con�nua�on of the Hon’ble Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s government’s 
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ambi�on to create an ‘Atmanirbhar Bharat’. The government is aiming to incor-
porate self-reliance in the policy goals pertaining to technology, innova�on and 
economy. With the STIP 2020, the government is con�nuing its commitment to 
the goal of achieving a welfare state through the use of scien�fic knowledge, an 
objec�ve that has consistently been present in previous STIPs of 19831, 20032 
and 20133. Past policies have been guided by objec�ves of promo�ng scien�fic 
temper, increasing investment in research and development and posi�oning 
India as a global scien�fic power. The 2020 policy, keeping in mind the afore-
men�oned objec�ves, addi�onally looks at establishing an inclusive, bo�om-up 
approach by keeping socio-economic considera�ons in mind. 

A priority area of the policy is to promote open science, i.e., enhance the acces-
sibility of research outputs, including but not limited to publica�ons, research 
data and resources. While the goal is laudatory, there are certain areas wherein 
significant improvements are required.

1Kaushik, Aditya et al. 2020. ‘Science Technology and Innova�on (STI) Policies in India: a Flashback’, 2 January 2020. IndiaBiosci-
ence. (h�ps://indiabioscience.org/columns/indian-scenariosci-
ence-technology-and-innova�on-s�-policies-in-india-a-flashback#:~:text=The%20primary%20feature%20of%20TPS,(human%20and
%20material)%20resources) (accessed on 1 February 2022).

2Science and Technology Policy, 2003. IndiaBioscience. h�ps://indiabioscience.org/media/ar�cles/STP-2003.pdf

3Sheikh, Faya Ahmad. 2014. ‘Science, Technology, Innova�on Policy 2003 of India and informal sector innova�ons’. Current Science 
106 (1): 21-23. (h�ps://www.jstor.org/stable/24099855) (accessed on 1 February 2022).
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Analysing key policy areas

To promote science and innova�on, the policy aims to establish firstly open 
access and secondly one na�on, one subscrip�on. The policy delineates these 
in the following manner:

Para 1.4. Open Access

Full text of final accepted author versions of manuscripts (postprints and 
op�onally preprints) along with supplementary materials, which are the result 
of public funding or performed in publicly funded ins�tu�ons, or were per-
formed using infrastructure built with the support of public funds will be depos-
ited, immediately upon acceptance, to an ins�tu�onal repository or central 
repository.

Para 1.5. One Na�on, One Subscrip�on

The Government of India will nego�ate with journal publishers for a “one 
na�on, one subscrip�on” policy whereby, in return for one centrally- nego�ated 
payment, all individuals in India will have access to journal ar�cles. This will 
replace individual ins�tu�onal journal subscrip�ons.”

These objec�ves are in consonance with the broader intent of the policy to facil-
itate wider access and robust research and are highly laudable. However; the 
delineated approach poses concerns regarding the successful fulfilment of the 
envisioned objec�ves. These approaches are likely to have implica�ons for 
researchers, publishers, ins�tu�ons and other relevant stakeholders in the 
research ecosystem. Towards this, we are highligh�ng herewith some of the 
most glaring policy ques�ons requiring greater discourse and delibera�on:
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Financial sustainability of the research ecosystem

Research publica�ons take place through interac�ons between various stake-
holders in the publishing ecosystem. These interac�ons are o�en commercial 
and allow the ecosystem to financially sustain itself. The publishing ecosystem 
involves various aspects, including research and discovery, authoring and 
research output, peer review, publica�on and distribu�on and post-publica�on.  
These include the involvement of various stakeholders including researchers, 
ins�tu�ons, publishers and editors; who have relevant transac�ons, invest-
ments and rewards4. For instance, a publisher spends a significant amount of 
money to review, edit and disseminate a research publica�on that it o�en 
retrieves from readers. 

Researchers par�cipate in this system because they want their research papers 
to be validated, promoted and made visible to the wider na�onal and interna-
�onal research community. The increased visibility of the research papers cre-
ates lots of opportuni�es for researchers, including invita�ons to conferences, 
new research collabora�ons and access to funding for projects. 

A policy that mandates immediate pos�ng online in a government repository of 
peer-reviewed research papers, may invite difficul�es to loss of access to 
rewards for researchers because of the way it may undermine the financial via-
bility of publishing those papers. Subsequently, this could adversely impact 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s vision for an “atma nirbhar bharat” which 
encourages indigenous Indian research and self-reliance in technology that can 
be recognized at a global stage.

The financial sustainability of research publishers is especially cri�cal to the 
research ecosystem. Publishers provide a host of services that help enhance the 
quality of research and global coopera�on. These include but are not limited to  

4Scien�fic Publishing Ecosystem, 2019, Copyright Clearance Centre, h�ps://www.copyright.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Sci-
en�ficPublishingEcosystem-1.jpg (accessed on 1 February 2022)
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hos�ng events and paper presenta�ons as well as dissemina�ng research. 
There are many labour-intensive steps that underpin the academic publishing 
process that have been built to support researchers. These include: tools and-
technologies to track submissions, iden�fy funders, manage peer review, 
format and tag content, publish research, track readership and impact, and 
detect plagiarism. In addi�on, publishers recruit and train tens of thousands of 
editors globally, set and enforce editorial policy, index journals, register ar�cles, 
set layouts and illustra�ons, promote research, resolve queries, protect 
researchers’ rights, inves�gate ethics cases, and manage journals.

Publishers’ management of the peer review process typically includes providing 
tools and informa�on to editors to find the most relevant reviewers. Editors also 
have a role in the peer review process to examine, interrogate and cri�que 
researchers’ analysis, methods, results, conclusions and sta�s�cal analysis, as 
well as review any research data accompanying the original submission. Pub-
lishers also invest in a range of tools to ensure the integrity of the research find-
ings that they publish. Examples include systema�c approaches to duplica�on 
and plagiarism detec�on wherein they collaborate with other publishers 
through common technologies to detect plagiarism before publica�on and have 
ongoing programmes to detect other publica�on infringements, such as cita�on 
pushing, fake ar�cle detec�on from paper mills, or image manipula�on. Busi-
ness models of publishers may be disrupted who may struggle to recover their 
investments where free versions of works they have invested in are available 
online, as proposed by the open access policy, Further, ramifica�ons for the 
publisher’s commercial rela�onships and internal mechanisms may also be wit-
nessed. For instance, strategic partnerships between publishers and other 
stakeholders including government agencies and industry players may require 
substan�al changes. In this context, it is important to stress on the need to:

Firstly, engage in more extensive consulta�ons with various stakeholders in the 
industry; including publishers and
 
Secondly, consider alterna�ve approaches through evidence-based research 
that can sustainably enhance accessibility.
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Various op�ons to increase accessibility while protec�ng the interests of the 
stakeholders in the ecosystem exist. A few of these include:

i) Embargos: Researchers could be required to post peer-reviewed papers to a 
government repository a�er a reasonable ‘embargo’ period which the Govern-
ment could nego�ate with publishers. The embargo period could be rela�vely 
short but long enough to allow publishers to fund their investments in the 
papers through subscrip�ons. 

ii) Pay to publish: Immediate open access to peer-reviewed ar�cles authored by 
Indian researchers could be delivered via an upfront fee with that payment 
funded by the Government.  

iii) Immediate open access to unreviewed ar�cles (so called ‘preprints’) 
authored by Indian researchers could be delivered via a requirement being 
placed on researchers to make sure their unreviewed ar�cles are made publicly 
available.

It is crucial that the government considers the pros and cons of various 
approaches in the Indian context and arrives at a nuanced strategy that protects 
the interests of every stakeholder.

Difficulties pertaining to a centrally negotiated payment

The manner in which publishers generate revenue can differ across the ecosys-
tem. Various publishers follow a ‘customer pays’ model where the reader is 
charged for access to the research publica�ons. Publishers o�en provide an 
op�on to buy individual papers or take long term subscrip�ons. Addi�onally, 
they may have different criterias to determine charges while providing ins�tu-
�onal subscrip�ons to stakeholders like academic ins�tu�ons and research
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centers5. At the same �me, in order to promote open access, various publishers 
also rely on charging authors instead of customers for publishing costs and 
o�en depend on grants, endowments or external funding. Addi�onally, revenue 
can o�en be generated by providing publishing services to other presses or 
ins�tu�ons or by selling print copies in addi�on to digital versions6.

In this context, one can observe that publishers may have diverse sources of 
revenue, criterias for determining costs, and rela�onships that assist them in 
saving costs. Therefore, for the government to nego�ate subscrip�ons with 
different publishers may prove to be challenging. It will need to keep in mind 
the nuanced differences in the business models of publishers and their costs. In 
addi�on, they may need to provide further clarity on prices that are paid to the 
publishers, for instance, to ensure that similarly placed compe�tors in the 
market are not disadvantaged due to opaque, vague and unequal payment 
standards.

Disincentivise peer review of research and outcomes

The peer-review process is crucial to the publica�on process. Among other 
things, it determines whether the thesis in a research paper has been clearly 
formulated and a suitable approach to address the research ques�on has been 
taken. Establishing a policy that would ac�vely push submissions of India 
research ar�cles away from reputed na�onal and interna�onal academic publi-
ca�ons respected by Indian researchers and instead redirec�ng them to lower 
quality publica�ons, such as predatory journals, which would be inconsistent 
with the core objec�ves of STIP 2020. This could affect the quality of research 
produced, directly impact the acceptance of Indian research in interna�onal 

5Chapter: 4 Publica�on Business Models and Revenue, 2020 The Na�onal Academic Press, h�ps://www.nap.edu/read/10983/chap-
ter/5#29 (last accessed 5 February 2022).

6Speicher L., et al, 2018, July 30, OPERAS Open Access Business Models White Paper, Zenodo. h�p://doi.org/10.5281/zeno-
do.1323708 (last accessed 17 February 2022).
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circles, and undermine the commendable objec�ves of the STIP 2020.
As noted in more detail above, publishers’ management of the peer review pro-
cess is labour-intensive and typically includes providing tools and informa�on to 
editors to find the most relevant reviewers, inves�ng in a range of tools to 
ensure the integrity of the research findings that they publish, as well as recruit-
ing and training editors globally to support the peer-review process. If interna-
�onal publishers are no longer able to peer review India’s research papers it 
would be highly challenging for India to build from scratch a government run 
peer-review process as a replacement.

Deprives Indian scholars access to global platforms & reduce
competitive edge of Indian research

circles, and undermine the commendable objec�ves of the STIP 2020.
As noted in more detail above, publishers’ management of the peer review pro-
cess is labour-intensive and typically includes providing tools and informa�on to 
editors to find the most relevant reviewers, inves�ng in a range of tools to 
ensure the integrity of the research findings that they publish, as well as recruit-
ing and training editors globally to support the peer-review process. If interna-
�onal publishers are no longer able to peer review India’s research papers it 
would be highly challenging for India to build from scratch a government run 
peer-review process as a replacement.

Interac�on in the global research community through publica�ons in reputed 
journals, paper presenta�ons and networking events and access to global litera-
ture benefits researchers and their home country. The former gains access to 
mul�ple perspec�ves, global dissemina�on pla�orms and research opportuni-
�es. The country benefits by enhancing its repute on the global stage, recogni-
�on of indigenous research and increase in funding opportuni�es for domes�c 
scholars. Publishers have an important role to play in this as they provide access 
to global knowledge and interna�onal colleagues.

Most publishers have invested in ‘recommenders’ on their pla�orms. Recom-
menders are technologies designed to make sugges�ons to help researchers 
find what they need, such as relevant ar�cles or researchers with whom they 
might collaborate. These have value when there is an overload of informa�on 
and is similar to walking into a library and not knowing exactly what you want to 
read. As with recommenda�ons on pla�orms such as Ne�lix and Spo�fy, pub-
lishers’ recommenda�ons are based on user ac�vity, similarity and connec�ons 
between objects (e.g. academic papers and researchers). The publishing indus
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try es�mates that over 3 million ar�cles are published a year with output typi-
cally growing by 2-3% each year so researchers increasingly need technologies 
to help them find the informa�on they need in a vast sea of poten�ally relevant 
content.

Switching publica�on to a central repository, as required by the proposed policy 
may deprive Indian scholars of the opportunity to publish on interna�onal plat-
forms and hamper these poten�al benefits. This may lead to decreasing the visi-
bility and impact of Indian research globally and undermining the core objec-
�ves of the STIP policy. 

Moreover, research also entails a compe��ve aspect wherein na�ons strive to 
be�er their research outputs on interna�onal pla�orms. The lack of publica�on 
of quality research with peer-review from India in authorita�ve interna�onal 
journals may reduce the compe��ve edge of our researchers and also impact 
our abili�es to showcase our research prowess globally.

Undermines collaboration between researchers

Producing quality research in a globalised world requires extensive collabora-
�on and coopera�on between researchers. Research publica�ons offer an 
opportunity to not only present meaningful research but also to garner support 
and coopera�on from peers globally. Such coopera�on is crucial to enhance the 
quality and impact of research and lies at the core of the actual success of the 
STIP policy. The approach to open access being proposed in the ‘Open Access’ 
policy could limit the scope of such collabora�ons. Depriving Indian scholars of 
the opportunity to publish on global pla�orms and disincen�vising interna�on-
ally acclaimed publishers to publish research by Indian scholars can limit the dis-
semina�on of our research globally. This may also impact the collabora�on 
opportuni�es as reduced visibility would mean lesser chances of the study 
being noted by foreign researchers.
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Increased responsibility of Indian publishers

While India is currently the third largest producer of scien�fic ar�cles and jour-
nals in the world, the impact of this research is limited. The H Index is based on 
the number of �mes a paper has been cited and published to provide an es�-
mate of the importance and impact of the cumula�ve research contribu�ons7. 
India currently ranks 21 on this index, falling behind countries like the United 
States, China and the United Kingdom8. In this context, interna�onal publishers 
play an important role in increasing the dissemina�on of Indian research and 
consequently increasing its impact. Showcasing Indian research at a global level 
requires credible and well-established pla�orms that exis�ng interna�onal-
ly-accepted journals offer.

The vision in the Open Access policy of building an alterna�ve na�onal publish-
ing pla�orm (i.e. a na�onal repository) seeks to establish capaci�es that are 
comparable with exis�ng commercial publishing pla�orms. It will require a 
significant amount of money, effort and �me to build pla�orms in India of simi-
lar complexity and func�onality to those available from publishers like Springer 
and Cambridge. Furthermore a new na�onal pla�orm will need to not just exist 
with equal capabili�es, but also be accepted and used by Indian researchers 
and the global research community, a prospect which currently has limited fea-
sibility. Therefore, it is most cost-efficient with high returns to ensure high quali-
ty Indian research can be published in reputed interna�onal research journals 
and not be restricted by the Open Access policy to a na�onal pla�orm, as is cur-
rently envisioned by the proposals.  

7Tools for Authors: What is the h index?, Bernard Becker Medical Library,  h�ps://beckerguides.wustl.edu/authors/hindex last 
accessed 17 February 2022.

8Scimago Country Rankings, last accessed 28 March 2022
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In order to ensure that the objec�ves of increasing access to research is 
achieved in a sustainable and collabora�ve manner, changes to the approach 
will be required. It will be crucial to: 

firstly, conduct careful and contextualised analyses, based on anecdotal and 
empirical data, of the advantages and disadvantages of various models, 

secondly, analyse the drawbacks of the current policy, and 

thirdly, engage with various stakeholders in the ecosystem, including publish-
ers, researchers and ins�tu�ons.

Way forward: Envisioning a more
sustainable model 
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