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Journals = Content

Journals = Assertions



Assertions made by  
journals:

• This content is worth reading
• This content is novel
• This content is not plagiarized
• This content has been through peer review
• These are the authors – and their institutions
• These citations are accurate
• The conclusions are supported by the data
• Compliance with animal, human studies…
• The data are statistically coherent (maybe)
• Etc…........



Assertions have been/are implied by 

journal format



We got away with it for 350 
years but the game is up!

1665 – Henry 
Oldneburg – Editor 
and Publisher 



The “Assertion Business” is 
changing

• Easier for false/inaccurate assertions to be made.

• Questionable/loose assertions can be more easily surfaced 
(Retraction Watch, etc.) thereby damaging brand.

• Format is no longer a guarantee of assertion quality.

• Funders want more granular, accurate and reliable assertions.

• Assertions need to be machine readable as well as human 
readable. Explicit - not just implied from format.

Opportunity or threat?



Don’t think: “Content Workflow”
Think: “Assertion Workflow”

Peer Review Production

Assertions 
output in 
content

(Some) author 
assertions 
validated

More assertions 
made by 
editorial 
process

Assertions 
made by 
author(s)

Creating “assertions” is not the same as creating format



Retooling for “Assertion Workflow”

Semi-Technical Interlude



Brown



<B>Brown</B>

Brown

HTML for 
Presentation

Software



<Contrib>Brown</Contrib>

<Author>Brown</Author>

<ArticleAuthor>Brown</ArticleAuthor>

? Semantic 
Tagging

Software



Brown (is an author) Schema/DTD

<Contrib>Brown</Contrib>

<Author>Brown</Author>

<ArticleAuthor>Brown</ArticleAuthor>

Software



<Contrib>Brown</Contrib>

Software

Style SheetBrown (is an author)

Presentation 
rules: e.g. display 
authors in bold 

text Software

<B>Brown</B>

Brown



If software could talk:
I see this text string “brown” has been semantically 
tagged, let me check the Schema to see if I 
recognize that tag.
I’m so excited! I recognize that tag, it means the text 
string “brown” is an author. 
Great. Now, let me take a look at that style sheet I 
keep handy. It tells me that author names need to be 
presented in bold, let me tag this text string with HTML 
so that readers see it in bold.
That worked, now on to the next text string….



End of 
Semi-Technical Interlude



XML – just a fancy way to do 
formatting?…

• Semantic tagging using a standardized 
schema/DTD (JATS) has allowed us to reliably assert 
that “Brown” is an author for display purposes.

• But which “Brown” author?
• A persistent identifier (ORCID in this case) can allow 

us to make an “assertion” that is much more 
valuable to our customers.

• But how to generate that assertion reliably?



“Assertions Workflow” with 
identifiers (e.g. ORCID)

Peer Review Production

ORCID hand-
keyed into 

XML by 
compositor

ORCID 
validated with 
round-trip API 

to ORCID 
system - SSO

ORCID 
entered by 

editorial staff

Institution: yes this author “Brown” belongs to “North 
Eastern University”



Identifiers and Taxonomies are 
essential for improving assertions

• Who did the research?
o ORCID

• What did they do?
o CRediT

• Who do they work for?
o Ringgold (and others)

• Who funded the research?
o Open Funder Registry (FKA: FundRef)

• What did they cite?
o DOI



Other tools improve assertions
• This content is not plagiarized

o iThenticate/Crosscheck

• This content is novel
o Similarity check / editorial analysis

• The citations are accurate
o Automated reference checking

• This content has been through peer review
o PRE (AAAS)

• This content will have impact
o Predictive Bibliometrics (Meta)

• Conflicts of interest have been disclosed
o Convey



Now you have good “assertions” 
your content can “talk”!



Summary/Recommendations
• “Assertions” are a way for journals to create value, 

especially in a world where content “wants to be free”.
• Creating “assertions” is not the same as creating format.
• Creating “assertions” is not the same as creating format.
• Think “assertion management system” not “content 

management system”.
• Persistent Identifiers (PIDs)/Taxomonies and APIs are  

critical for assertion creation.
• Think about how to monetize “assertions” independently 

of how you monetize content
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