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ABSTRACT

Background: In the era of digitization, academic journals face the challenge of transforming from content providers to 
knowledge service providers. Academic journals play an important role in promoting scholarly communication and 
popularizing scientific knowledge. Methods: This paper reports a multicase study of four leading Chinese academic journals 
in science. Through in-depth interviews and content analysis, we investigated their practices and strategies for enhancing 
knowledge services. Results: Successful journals employ these approaches: (1) content customization, requiring a clear 
definition of target audiences and tailored service portfolios; (2) cultivation of authors to build professional communities that 
sustain scholarly excellence; and (3) development of integrated academic platforms to facilitate knowledge exchange. 
However, challenges still exist, including limited technical capacities, resource allocation imbalances, and traditional editorial 
mindsets. Conclusion: This research provides actionable insights for academic publishers seeking to enhance their 
knowledge service capabilities, including embracing digital transformation, adopting user-centric service models, and 
redefining the role of editors as knowledge curators rather than gatekeepers.
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INTRODUCTION

The development of digital  technologies has 
transformed the production and dissemination of 
scientific knowledge, creating a network of several 
research institutions, academic journals, government 
agencies, and the public.[1] This transformation has 
reshaped the ways in which academic knowledge is 
generated and shared and has posed challenges to the 
traditional role of academic journals as content 
providers.[2] Meanwhile, significant differences exist in 
knowledge services, particularly in terms of publishing 
institutions and their fields of focus.[3–5] To remain 
relevant, journals must evolve from static content 
providers to service-oriented platforms that bridge the 

gap between scholarly rigor and societal impact by 
becoming knowledge service providers.

Knowledge services integrate domain-specific resources, 
analytical capabilities and expertise, and users' context to 
promote the use of knowledge. Knowledge services go 
beyond content delivery by transforming information 
into insights through curation, contextualization, and 
customized dissemination. In academic publishing, this 
paradigm shift requires moving beyond passive distri-
bution of scholarly content to active knowledge 
stewardship—leveraging editorial expertise to repurpose 
content into tailored formats, foster interdisciplinary 
dialogue, and address audience-specific requirements. 
The ultimate objective is to create value-added services 
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that enable users to efficiently acquire, critically evaluate, 
and effectively utilize knowledge.

In the era of new and convergent media, scientific 
communication is evolving toward diversification and 
precision. Although several scientific journals have 
initiated a transition to knowledge services, challenges 
such as limited resources and dissemination channels 
remain. Digital technologies such as artificial intelligence 
(AI) and social platforms are key enablers for this 
transformation.[6–8] Prior research highlights the impact 
of new media and more precise customer segmentation 
on addressing such challenges.[9–11]

To understand and promote this transformation, prior 
research has recognized the need for a paradigm shift 
among editors and authors to foster effective 
communication and identity alignment.[12] Although 
several journals have integrated digital systems that 
connect editorial workflows, online submissions, and 
subscriptions,[13] reviewer scarcity remains a common 
challenge.[14] Moreover, the emergence of generative AI 
(GenAI) is reshaping academic publishing, raising 
concerns regarding research integrity and prompting 
calls for community-wide dialogue and standard-
setting.[15,16] Digitalization and open access further 
disrupt traditional models, making print-only formats 
less attractive and hybrid models the norm.[17,18] To 
enhance accessibility and impact, several success factors 
for academic journals are recognized, such as embracing 
open access, optimizing online presence, and 
maintaining high-quality standards through rigorous peer 
review.[19]

In addition to scholarly communication, academic 
journals also play an important role in enhancing public 
engagement. To achieve this, prior research advocates 
for cultivating science communicators, building cross-
platform dissemination networks, and monitoring social 
issues.[20,21] The increased online visibility of scientific 
content connects expert and general audiences through 
information and communication technology (ICT) 
mediated interaction.[22] Institutional reforms, including 
alternative publication models and revised evaluation 
systems, may sometimes be necessary for empowering 
such change.[23] In addition, data- and technology-driven 
approaches can be used to optimize workflows and 
maximize service value.[24,25]

Existing research on popular scientific journals in China 
has primarily focused on their overall development and 
their transformation in the context of the new media era. 
However, relatively little attention has been given to the 
knowledge services provided by these journals, revealing 
a gap in both domestic practice and international 
comparison. Therefore, this study seeks to address the 
following questions: What are the current practices and 

strategies of knowledge services in Chinese scientific and 
academic journals? What development challenges do 
they face under existing models? How can these journals 
advance their knowledge service offerings in the future?

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. We 
first describe our research methodology, data collection 
and analysis methods. Next, we present and discuss our 
results and findings. Finally, we conclude with a 
summary and implications for future research.

METHODS

We employed a mixed-methods approach that combines 
semi-structured expert interviews with thematic content 
analysis to investigate knowledge service practices in 
academic journals.[26–28]

To better understand different types of academic 
journals at various stages of development and to 
propose constructive suggestions, we interviewed 
experienced directors and editors from four leading 
scientific journals representing diverse disciplines, 
namely, Bulletin of Chinese Academy of Sciences, Acta 
Aeronautica et Astronautica Sinica, Light, and Science & 
Technology Review. These academic journals cover a broad 
range of science and technology journals and national 
key journals that cover multiple domains and fields, 
including light and aeronautics, and are among the top 
journals in their fields. In short, these journals exhibit 
both diversity and representativeness and can enhance 
the transferability and richness of the analysis. The 
interviews were conducted in November and December 
2024. The semi-structured interview protocol focused 
on  se rv ice  workf lows ,  opera t iona l  mode l s ,  
implementation challenges, and strategic innovations in 
the knowledge services of these journals. The interview 
questions covered the journal's vision and strategy, target 
audience, communication channels, and typical cases, as 
well as aspects such as knowledge service models, 
strategies, processes, issues, and challenges.

The interviews lasted for 45-80 min and were audio-
recorded with participant consent. We then transcribed 
and conducted thematic analysis of the interview data to 
develop a comprehensive knowledge service workflow 
model, capturing industry best practices and experiential 
insights.

Our research can be illustrated using the following three 
aspects (Figure 1). (1) Sample selection: 4 representative 
academic journals were selected from diverse scientific 
fields and types; (2) Data collection: semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with experienced directors 
and editors; (3) Data analysis: qualitative thematic coding 
was conducted according to a multidimensional 
analytical framework.



Zhang et al. • Volume 3 • Number 9 • 2025 https://www.editingpractice.com

3

Figure 1. Research method.

Transcription data were coded and categorized to 
identify core service components, enabling the identi-
fication of operational characteristics, systemic 
challenges, and emerging trends in academic journal 
knowledge services.

RESULTS

Customized content services based on target 
audience
A central finding of this study is that customized content 
services, grounded in a clear understanding of target 
audiences, are crucial for enhancing the knowledge 
service capabilities of academic journals. Successful 
journals begin by defining their positioning in a discip-
linary or thematic niche, which then informs how they 
select, adapt, and present content for different user 
groups.

For instance, Light uses its disciplinary positioning in 
optics to serve both specialists and the broader public, 
which suggests that topic selection should align with 
scientists' research interests and capture social trends to 
ensure that the content is both in-depth and close to the 
everyday experiences of people. Its "Featured Mini 
Encyclopedia" column transforms complex optical 
research into accessible explanations, employing plain 
language and vivid examples to communicate new 

materials and phenomena. As one workshop organizer 
from the editorial team explained, "We primarily try to 
impart knowledge through a central pathway that relies 
on the readers' own ability to understand and internalize 
it" (P3).

Another case illustrates how an aerospace journal aligns 
its thematic planning with emerging industry trends, 
ensuring that its content remains timely and relevant to 
practitioners and researchers. Meanwhile, the Bulletin of 
Chinese Academy of Sciences uses a multitiered approach to 
content customization, recognizing the diverse needs of 
decision-makers, researchers, and the public. Its public-
ations range from internal reference articles supporting 
policy decisions to popular science pieces that present 
research outcomes in an accessible format, ensuring 
practical value across audience segments. As another 
example, Science & Technology Review primarily serves 
professionals in science and technology and addresses 
broader societal concerns. Its editorial team selects 
topics that align with major research projects and social 
issues, repackaging complex scientific findings into 
popular science articles and short video content to 
extend their reach and impact.

A commonality across these practices is the priorit-
ization of audience segmentation and the deliberate 
transformation of disciplinary knowledge into formats 
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suitable for various levels of expertise. However, 
differences emerge in how journals balance breadth and 
depth: highly specialized journals tend to focus more 
narrowly on professional audiences, whereas influential 
general-purpose journals actively combine scholarly and 
popular content to expand their societal impact. This 
suggests that successful customization depends not only 
on disciplinary context but also on editorial vision and 
institutional goals.

Cultivating high-quality authors and building 
professional communities
Developing and sustaining a pool of high-quality authors 
emerged as another key strategy for strengthening 
knowledge services in academic journals. Although the 
importance of scholarly communication is widely 
recognized ("Scientists don't conduct research in 
isolation without practical feedback, they need to 
disseminate their findings", P2), effective science 
communication depends not only on the quality of 
research but also on the ability to translate complex 
findings into clear, engaging narratives for different 
audiences—a skill that not all researchers naturally have. 
Sometimes, publishing in leading international journals 
and writing for a domestic general audience may not be 
compatible. As one editor pointed out, "For our journal, 
one of the difficulties is that scientists in the field of 
natural sciences tend to pay more attention to the 
leading international journals and are reluctant to 
contribute articles to Chinese domestic audiences". 
Content customization becomes difficult because of 
high professional barriers and the race for global 
competitiveness.

This study found that leading journals actively identify 
and cultivate authors with both strong disciplinary 
expertise and a demonstrated interest in science popular-
ization. For example, Light has identified scientists with a 
strong interest in science popularization through its 
previous work similar to science popularization 
initiatives and has established a panel of scientist 
advisors. Other journals organize offline events such as 
lectures, workshops, and competitions that help 
researchers share their work more effectively and 
develop their communication skills. Such a diverse range 
of activities also helps in attracting young talent to 
participate, facilitating their communication and growth 
in relevant fields. One case highlighted how these 
initiatives help journals quickly disseminate content 
when emerging topics gain public attention.

A shared approach among successful journals is to treat 
author cultivation as a long-term investment. Editors 
emphasized the importance of forming stable 
communities of contributors who can produce high-
quality content on demand and act as ambassadors for 

the journal's mission. However, challenges persist, 
including competition from higher-impact international 
journals and concerns over intellectual property in highly 
competitive fields, which can limit researchers' 
willingness to share findings openly.

In conclusion, although all journals value the 
development of a stable author base, they vary in the 
degree to which they institutionalize this process. Some 
rely on individual editors' networks and informal 
relationships, whereas others adopt more systematic 
approaches such as targeted recruitment, recognition 
schemes, or structured training for potential science 
communicators. This suggests that building a sustainable 
professional community requires balancing opportunistic 
strategies with deliberate, long-term capacity building.

Providing an integrated academic platform 
for science communication
Academic journals play an important role as integrated 
platforms that facilitate science communication and 
knowledge exchange beyond traditional publishing. 
Rather than acting solely as content distributors, we 
found that these journals increasingly serve as platforms 
that connect researchers, practitioners, decision-makers, 
and the general  public through mult ichannel 
engagement.

For instance,  some journals  combine onl ine 
communication channels—such as websites and social 
media feeds—with offline activities (such as the Light 
Science Popularization Workshop)—such as public 
lectures, expert workshops, and academic competitions. 
These initiatives strengthen community ties and 
encourage researchers to participate in outreach. The 
Bulletin of Chinese Academy of Sciences demonstrates how a 
journal systematically manages its audience through a 
tiered communication matrix, collaborating with 
mainstream media and specialized outlets to reach 
diverse user groups effectively. "We have established a 
communication matrix consisting of an inner circle, a 
middle circle, and an outer circle" (P1). The inner circle 
ensures that the core audience receives information 
through WeChat, Weibo, website, and mass email push 
notifications. The middle circle cooperates with official 
media and uses their influence to accurately disseminate 
scientific content. The outer circle coordinates market 
media to comprehensively cover different audience 
groups. Finally, the journal realizes multilevel new media 
communication.

Others have developed thematic events and new media 
strategies to align research content with societal 
concerns, leveraging public discourse to increase 
visibility and participation. For example, Acta Aeronautica 
et Astronautica Sinica holds various competitions and 
academic activities, such as the Aerospace Doctoral 
Student Competition and the Aerospace Frontier 
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Conference. Meanwhile, the journal's extensive use of 
new media facilitates the dissemination of academic 
achievements and research trends in the aerospace field, 
attracting numerous young talents to participate in 
exchanges and promoting the dissemination and 
communication of disciplinary knowledge.

Across cases, the common theme is a commitment to 
extending the reach of academic content by embracing a 
hybrid model that blends professional knowledge with 
accessible formats and interactive activities. Differences 
arise in the scope and intensity of these platforms: some 
journals focus on nurturing small scholar communities, 
whereas others invest more heavily in multilevel dissem-
ination strategies to maximize social impact. These 
practices illustrate the evolving role of journals as active 
facilitators of knowledge circulation in a digital 
environment.

DISCUSSION

Through a detailed analysis of four representative 
popular scientific journals to examine the service 
providers, recipients, content, and delivery, this research 
reveals several challenges facing the knowledge services 
of popular scientific and academic journals.

First, the current evaluation system for popular scientific 
journals remains underdeveloped. A well-established 
framework specific to this field is lacking. In practice, 
the quality of science popularization work is often 
judged using traditional journal metrics or new media 
reading volume, which neglects the unique character-
istics and impact pathways of science popularization 
itself.

Second, issues related to insufficient resource integration 
and weak service designs exist. Several journals possess 
rich academic resources and substantial content reserves, 
but fall short in effectively integrating these resources 
and translating them into targeted services. Demand 
analysis and strategy formulation for different service 
recipients are often inadequate.

Third, the development of new media dissemination 
platforms is unbalanced. Significant differences exist 
among journals in terms of their operational capacity 
and investment in new media. Although some journals 
have established official accounts and websites, these 
platforms are often updated infrequently and lack 
sufficient interactivity.

Finally, sustainability challenges for the author and 
editorial teams exist. The long-term development of 
popular science knowledge services depends on the 
cultivation of high-quality authors and stable editorial 
teams. However, effective incentive mechanisms and 

systematic team-building plans are lacking, making it 
difficult to maintain a stable capacity for knowledge 
services.

CONCLUSION

To summarize the findings from the cases and respond 
to the challenges, we suggest the following strategies for 
academic journals to transform from content 
distributors to knowledge service providers.

Provide customized content services based 
on a clear understanding of target audiences
By aligning with their positioning and objectives, 
journals can clarify core service recipients and demands, 
leverage existing resource advantages such as expert 
networks, focus on core fields, and develop distinctive 
service strategies. Academic journals providing decision-
making support need to strengthen the analysis of the 
news events, adopt a problem-oriented approach, and 
pay attention to the practical implications of the articles.

Invest in building diverse author and editorial 
teams to strengthen capabilities and ensure 
stability
This could include regular training in science popular-
ization writing, cultivating authors and editors with 
strong communication skills, and establishing incentive 
mechanisms, such as monetary rewards and honorary 
recognition, to attract motivated scientists. academic 
journals that focus on specialized disciplines need to 
place greater emphasis on building a healthy academic 
ecosystem involving scholars, journals, and editors. 
collaboration with external partners, such as universities, 
research institutions, and enterprises, can further 
broaden sources of high-quality content and facilitate the 
transformation and application of scientific research.

Focus on key themes and promote projects 
in a phased manner
Rather than adopting a broad and unfocused approach, 
journals should identify a few pivotal topics aligned with 
public interest, policy directions, or pressing societal 
concerns and should develop in-depth, branded science 
popularization initiatives. consistent implementation and 
management can help in transforming these into well-
known flagship projects.

Strengthening the integration and operation 
of new media platforms is essential
In the digital age, scientific journals must fully leverage 
diverse digital channels. this includes improving content 
quality, increasing the frequency of updates on official 
accounts and short-video platforms, and enhancing 
interactivity with audiences. by using data analysis tools 
to monitor user behavior and feedback, journals can 
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continuously refine their knowledge service content and 
dissemination strategies.

This study also has limitations. Owing to time 
constraints, it only examined four leading journals, 
which may not fully represent the broader landscape of 
knowledge services. In addition, the findings are based 
primarily on specific cases, and their generalizability may 
be limited by the representativeness of the sample. 
Finally, the construction and optimization of knowledge 
services are inherently a long-term process. Given the 
short timeframe of this research, it is difficult to assess 
long-term impacts.

Future research should expand the sample size and 
adopt dynamic observation and quantitative approaches 
to further enrich and validate these conclusions. This 
will help in providing a more comprehensive reference 
for advancing the development of knowledge services in 
popular scientific and academic journals.
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