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Johannes Gutenberg is credited with
creating the first moveable-type
printing press in Europe around
1440, a feat that resulted in a know-
ledge (r)evolution. Now, nearly 600
years later, the biomedical commun-
ity is presented with the potential for
a similar information (r)evolution,
one that augments text, moving be-
yond it to involve multiple senses;
this information (r)evolution involves
the acknowledgement and adoption
of rich media presentations, posters,
and abstracts captured at or pub-
lished for a meeting – what we have
termed ‘event knowledge’.

Event knowledge is a resource
that, until recently, has been largely
ignored by the scholarly community
despite the fact that meetings, a
forum for the latest and greatest
knowledge in a given field, have
been occurring for centuries. The
main reason why the full diversity of
event knowledge has hitherto rarely
been captured is the technology
needed to capture and disseminate
rich media presentations. Yet there
are other reasons why, even with the
worldwide adoption of the Internet,
coupled with significant advances in
presentation capture technology,
event knowledge is still not fully
acknowledged and adopted as a
valuable resource.

It is undoubtedly difficult to ex-
pect a sudden change in the way
most human beings perceive infor-
mation resources, when perceptions
have remained largely unchanged
since the mid-1400s. However, many
other (r)evolutions have occurred
since the mid-1400s; perhaps it is
time for the scholarly community to
have its own (r)evolution by chang-
ing its attitude towards rich media
event knowledge.

For centuries journals have been

looked upon as the gold-standard
resource for authoritative, peer-
reviewed information, and this is
still so today. And as readers of
Learned Publishing know, many jour-
nals are published by associations
and societies, organizations which
also sponsor meetings and confer-
ences. The Journal of the Medical
Library Association website notes,
‘Papers presented at meetings often
contain the seeds of excellent jour-
nal articles’1; nevertheless, there is
little formal acknowledgement and
adoption of event knowledge – spe-
cifically, of rich media presentations
from meetings.

Perhaps the most compelling
reason to acknowledge and adopt
event knowledge as a valid formal
communication medium is the
potential value of the unpublished
or ‘dark data’ – primarily of ‘nega-
tive’ studies – therein. ‘Dark data’,
as defined by Thomas Goetz, is ‘a
vast body of squandered knowledge
that represents a waste of resources
and a drag on scientific progress’.2
As to the potential importance of
‘dark data’, Goetz goes on to note
that

[one scientist’s] dead end may be
another scientist’s missing link,
the elusive chunk of data they
needed. Freeing up dark data
could represent one of the biggest
boons to research in decades, fuel-
ing advances in genetics, neuro-
science, and biotech.

In regard to biomedicine, Goetz’s
definition of ‘dark data’ can be
expanded to include the estimated
55% of abstracts presented at bio-
medical meetings that go unpub-
lished and become effectively lost. In
a 2003 article published in BMC
Medical Research Methodology, the
authors analyzed 19,123 abstracts
from 234 biomedical meetings held
between 1957 and 1999; they con-
cluded that ‘about 45% of abstracts
that are accepted for presentation at
biomedical meetings will subse-
quently be published in full’.3 They
went on to note that it can take up
to six years for a presented abstract
to be published as a journal article,
a delay that detracts considerably
from its value.4 Now, more than
ever, technology and the near-
instantaneous means of knowledge
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transfer via the Internet make it pos-
sible to bring ‘dark data’ to light.

But why should ‘dark data’ be
brought to light and preserved? The
critical aspects of event knowledge
are its timely delivery and long-term
preservation, both of which technol-
ogy now makes possible. The timely
delivery of event knowledge ensures,
much like the delivery of a new
journal issue, that the knowledge
contained therein reaches the schol-
arly community in the quickest way
possible for the medium without
sacrificing quality or oversight.

The long-term preservation of
event knowledge is critical for the
reasons pointed out earlier by Goetz,
but more importantly, for the same
reasons that journals, books, maga-
zines, and so forth are preserved –
for future reference and future gen-
erations. Without the preservation
of event knowledge, scholars would
be unable to refer a colleague to a
particularly interesting presentation
they attended years earlier; instead,
they would have to summarize
the presentation from their own
recollection. This stands in sharp
contrast to a journal article or book
passage, where a reader can refer a
colleague to a particular article or
passage from years earlier, and the
colleague can read the entire item
verbatim for herself.

Further amplifying the importance
of event knowledge’s timely delivery
and preservation is its potentially
large impact on systematic reviews,
which summarize ‘all pertinent evi-
dence on a defined health question’
and ‘occupy the highest position in
currently proposed hierarchies of
evidence’.5 According to a study by
Scherer et al.,

Less than half of all studies, and
about 60% of randomized or con-
trolled clinical trials, initially
presented as summaries or ab-
stracts at professional meetings

are subsequently published as
peer-reviewed journal articles.6

The study went on to note that
studies with ‘positive’ results were
more frequently published than
‘negative’ studies, and that the pres-
ence of ‘positive’ results was an
‘important factor appearing to influ-
ence whether a study described in an
abstract’ would be published or not.
The authors concluded that this
publication bias ‘creates problems
for those conducting systematic
reviews or relying on the published
literature for evidence’ and that any
systematic review ‘will tend to
over-estimate treatment effects’ as a
result of this bias.

Perhaps the biggest hindrance to
the acknowledgement and adoption
of event knowledge as a formal
information source is the argument
that it is of poor quality as it has not
been subject to peer review, and that
the low rate of publication indicates
that much of it is poor science. How-
ever, various studies have shown
that the most frequently mentioned
reason for non-publication is simply
lack of time.7–10 Furthermore, for
most meetings all submitted ab-
stracts and posters are rigorously
reviewed by a committee of peers,
and only those deemed of worth are
chosen for presentation – had the
reviewing committee felt the
abstract or poster to contain ‘poor
science’ or to be valueless to their
constituents, they would not have
selected it in the first place.

Acknowledging and adopting
event knowledge as a useful medium
for formal communication is one
part of the information (r)evolution;
however, the current system of
‘publish or perish’ for academic
achievement, coupled with some
journals’ archaic policies which stip-
ulate that any presentation given at
a meeting is considered prior publi-
cation, also need to be altered in
order for this (r)evolution to occur.

While some leading publications,
such as the New England Journal of
Medicine, have stated that they do
not consider a presentation given
at a meeting to constitute prior
publication, there are still many
publications that either state the
opposite or have no clear policy in
place.

In order to create a more open
and collaborative environment
among professionals from all walks of
life and expertise, the scholarly com-
munity must first address and alter
the ‘publish or perish’ mindset. For
the most part, this mindset creates
a competitive, almost secretive cli-
mate in which professionals are
reluctant to share information for
fear that their research might be
stolen or replicated by someone else,
at a cost to their own careers.

However, would not humanity as
a whole benefit more from the free
flow of this information? If our prac-
tices create many individual guarded
scholarly communities, how can the
true collaboration of many minds
take place? The retention of infor-
mation as a result of this mindset
goes against the concept of the
‘marketplace of ideas’, whereby all
ideas are exposed and the best, as
dictated by the masses, rise to the
surface. This is not to say that formal
communication (e.g. in journals) is
an outdated concept; rather, event
knowledge presents a new way to
complement current research re-
sources and thus helps to move away
from the ‘publish or perish’ mindset
by providing another avenue for
scholars to disseminate their research.

As the times change, bringing
about advances in technology in-
cluding information capture and
delivery, it is important to explore
new ideas, concepts, and technolo-
gies in order to augment and support
the role of journal literature for the
benefit of research. If history is any
indicator, print will continue to pro-
vide the core of scholarly knowledge
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and resources; however, the Internet
and the proliferation of media tech-
nology – much like Gutenberg’s
printing press during the mid-1400s
– will probably (r)evolutionize the
resources and means by which
human beings build and preserve
knowledge. However, this can only
occur if human beings are able and
willing to adopt, acknowledge, and
embrace new habits.
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