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B Y  E S T H E R  L A N D H U I S

Journals, journals everywhere — how to stay 
on top of it all? For ecologist Aerin Jacob, 
like many others, there is no single way. 

She scans journal e-alerts for tables of con-
tent. She follows a carefully chosen roster of  
scientists on Twitter. She gets recommendations 
through speciality listservs, professional-society 
Facebook pages and updates on Google Scholar. 
Each week, she attends seminars, blocks off 
three hours to read papers and organizes a 
weekly, interdisciplinary journal club. 

All of this takes 6–8 hours per week. “It’s 
easy to feel like you’re barely keeping your head 
above the flood of information,” says Jacob, 
a postdoc in conservation planning at the  
University of Victoria in Canada.

Recent bibliometrics show that the number 

of published scientific papers has climbed by 
8–9% each year over the past several decades. 
In the biomedical field alone, more than 1 mil-
lion papers pour into the PubMed database 
each year — about two papers per minute. For 
researchers who are already overwhelmed by 
bench and field work, grant-writing, publish-
ing and other time-eaters, trying to navigate 
the growing deluge of data (see ‘Sailing the 
data seas’) has become a second job. Here’s how 
some of them cope.

CLUB TOGETHER
Teaming up can be a good way to stay on top 
of new studies. That’s what Lawton Chung did 
with a few classmates who, like him, recently 
completed doctorates in molecular genetics and 
microbiology at Stony Brook University in New 
York. To avoid missing important papers, the 

group started a ‘journal scan’ — each member is 
assigned several journals and tasked with scout-
ing for interesting papers and sharing finds with 
the group about once a month.

Others use aggregator sites to keep current. 
Postdoc Pavlo Kochkin, who studies atmos-
pheric physics at the University of Bergen in 
Norway, organizes his reading list with news-
aggregator Feedly (feedly.com). Each morning 
he opens his Feedly page, which includes RSS 
feeds from about two dozen scientific journals 
as well as a few popular sites such as Physics 
Today and Dutch Daily News. If a paper title 
catches his interest, he clicks on the abstract. 
On most days, he scans about 100 titles. 

He also has alerts set up with the Google 
Scholar search engine to monitor publications 
by specific authors and to scan for keywords in 
journals in his field. He finds that scientific 

S C I E N T I F I C  L I T E R AT U R E

Information overload 
How to manage the research-paper deluge? Blogs, colleagues and social media can all help.
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Researchers have their hands full when it comes to keeping up with the huge increase in published scientific data.
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papers and news articles of particular inter-
est show up on both sites, so he is confident 
that he rarely misses anything crucial.

Still others choose more deliberately what 
to read. As a PhD student, chemist Peter Rob-
inson got a sense of recent developments by 
checking a handful of journals he could access 
online through institutional subscriptions. 
Each day he scanned just-accepted abstracts 
and read a few papers from start to finish. 
He spent up to 3 hours reading each morn-
ing and continued to read through the day in 
20–30-minute chunks. Today, as co-founder 
and chief scientific officer of the start-up Ena-
ble Biosciences in Menlo Park, California, he 
still spends 1–2 hours reading daily — but has 
added technology and business news to the 
mix. About two-thirds of his reading is sci-
entific papers, but the rest comes from blogs, 
social media and industry news aggregators 
such as FierceBiotech (www.fiercebiotech.
com) and GenomeWeb (www.genomeweb.
com).

IT’S ALL ABOUT WHO YOU KNOW
Adam Thomas, a lead data-science officer at 
the US National Institute of Mental Health in 
Bethesda, Maryland, relies on his virtual and 
in-person network for updates. He has set up a 
few automatic searches on Scopus, an Elsevier-
owned database of academic journal abstracts 
and citations. But he relies most heavily on 
Twitter, Facebook, e-mail distribution lists, lab 
meetings and visiting speakers to learn about 
interesting work from colleagues. 

Blogs are another way to get fast updates, as 
well as to interact with other researchers. “With 
so much new information, we really need 
curators of content,” Jacob says — “not just 
aggregators, but people who select and com-
ment on why something is particularly novel 
or important, bridge disciplines to explain 
broader relevance, put new content in context 
of where the field has been and ought to go.” 
She likes Dynamic Ecol-
ogy (dynamicecology.
wordpress.com), a 
group blog written by 
researchers in her field. 
Readers comment with 
thoughts or follow-up 
questions for the com-
munity — and these exchanges help to put 
information in context, she says. 

But there’s a lot to be said, too, for old-school 
face time (the real, physical kind, not the Apple 
messaging function). Through conferences, 
journal clubs and seminar series, colleagues 
catch up and share news of interesting pub-
lications or talks. “Word of mouth is really 
important,” says Chung, who starts a postdoc 
in September at the University of California, 
Irvine. It’s a way to learn nuanced information 
that no paper, news story or blog can impart. 
“Academia and research can be isolating,” Jacob 
says. “Weekly events can help bring people out 

of their offices, create a sense of community 
and teach the culture and norms of the field.”

CURATE THYSELF
Some researchers create their own curation  
systems. About six years ago, microbiologist 
Elisabeth Bik of Stanford University in Cali-
fornia set up PubMed alerts to stay current on 
papers in the fast-growing field of microbiomes, 
and she shared interesting studies with co-
workers. But then the field exploded: PubMed 
alerts clogged her inbox, and she shared more 
and more papers. Soon she was compiling her 
finds into weekly, then daily e-mails. 

Co-workers suggested that other labs might 
benefit from her round-up, so she created Bik’s 
Picks (microbiomedigest.com), a blog that gets 
300–500 views daily. Besides links to micro-
biome publications, it aggregates news stories 
on microbes and other topics, such as science 
careers and publishing. She started tweeting 
some of her blog content (@MicrobiomDigest) 
3 years ago, and has more than 6,000 followers.

But Bik admits that the blog is a time-sink. 
“About two years ago, I could easily scan all the 
literature published each day in about an hour. 
Today it takes me two to three hours,” she says. 
Each day, she scans 30–50 papers through Pub-
Med alerts, dozens of tables of content and pub-
lisher alerts, and up to 30 Google and Google 
Scholar alerts, each consisting of 5–20 papers 
and articles. She sometimes finds papers on 
Twitter and occasionally discovers preprints 
on sites such as bioRxiv, PeerJ and F1000. 

Bik spends a few hours every workday morn-
ing selecting papers for the blog and tweeting 

the most interesting ones, then another hour at 
home on most evenings going through alerts 
that came in during the day. She receives no 
financial compensation for her efforts, but her 
principal investigator lets her spend work hours 
on the blog because it saves time for the other 
lab members. 

Preprints have yet to gain a foothold in bio-
medicine, but other fields have a decades-long 
history of disseminating research before it goes 
for peer review. Since 1991, arXiv.org has served 
as a centralized online repository of freely 
accessible preprints in mathematics, physics, 
computer science and related disciplines. Mod-
erators review manuscripts before posting them 
on the site, and most authors eventually submit 
them for publication in peer-reviewed journals. 

In 2007, when astrophysicist James  
Guillochon started working on his PhD at 
the University of California, Santa Cruz, his 
department would meet three times a week for 
arXiv discussions. But the chats didn’t probe 
very deeply into the new research, says Guil-
lochon, now a postdoc at the Harvard-Smith-
sonian Center for Astrophysics in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts. He decided in 2009 to create 
Vox Charta (ucsc.voxcharta.org), a version of 
arXiv for astronomy and astrophysics paper 
discussions. Through his site, colleagues can 
prepare for discussions — or decide whether to 
go at all — by using a voting system to flag the 
most interesting papers. Because Vox Charta 
papers come from a centralized source and 
most of the website is automated, Guillochon 
says that he spends little time managing the site 
beyond basic maintenance.

Last September, a pair of physicists created 
a similar site, Benty Fields (www.benty-fields.
com), to cover the whole arXiv. The site lets 
researchers organize arXiv publications into 
reading lists and vote to put them onto the 
next discussion agenda. Benty Fields is set up 
like a social network: users can upload their 
CV and list of publications into a profile, and 
colleagues can follow each other.

In today’s digital world, it is impossible to stay 
abreast by reading a few journals, so research-
ers must identify sources that can provide the 
crucial data they need for their work and career. 
“Reflecting on when, where, why and how we 
consume new information, and whether those 
behaviours help or hinder our personal and 
professional goals, moves us closer to becom-
ing more effective scientists,” Jacob says. ■

Esther Landhuis is a freelance writer in 
Pleasanton, California.

Here are a few tips for keeping up to date 
without getting overwhelmed.

●● Don’t try to read everything. “If a 
paper is really ground-breaking or highly 
relevant to my work, it will be shared 
through my network and will turn up in 
later keyword searches,” says ecologist 
Aerin Jacob at the University of Victoria 
in Canada.

●● Carve out reading time on a regular 
basis. Jacob blocks off at least one 
hour three times a week to unplug and 
read. She doesn’t skim the literature; 
instead, she chooses papers ahead of 
time, usually one short commentary and 
one longer or data-heavy paper. Then 
she prints hard copies, turns off her 
computer or device and reads.

●● Go to seminars and meetings. These 
help to nurture breadth of knowledge. 
“They ward off the myopia that comes 
from delving so deeply into our individual 
research topics,” says Jacob. E.L.

G E T  O R G A N I Z E D
Sailing the data seas

CORRECTION
The Careers News article ‘University jobs: 
Germany to fund tenure-track posts’ (Nature 
535, 190; 2016) incorrectly identified 
Angela Merkel as Germany’s president. She 
is, of course, its chancellor.

“With so 
much new 
information, 
we really need 
curators of 
content.”
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