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ABSTRACT

The Living Library is an innovative process-based tool designed to facilitate open literature reviews within the
context of open science. Unlike traditional static reviews, the Living Library is a dynamic and continuously evolving
repository of research, allowing for real-time contributions, updates, and collaborative synthesis. This tool harnesses
the power of community-driven knowledge sharing, enabling researchers to contribute, annotate, and vet scholarly
articles on an ongoing basis. The platform’s iterative nature ensures that the review remains current and relevant,
addressing the fast-paced nature of modern scientific advancements. While the Living Library fosters
interdisciplinary collaboration and accelerates the integration of new research, it also faces challenges related to
information overload and maintaining quality control. This article explores the design, implementation, and potential
of the Living Library to redefine the way literature reviews are conducted in open science, promoting transparency,
accessibility, and continuous engagement in the research process.
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INTRODUCTION

The scientific community has long been striving for
greater transparency, accessibility, and collaboration in
research. Open science, a movement that promotes the
accessibility of scientific knowledge, tools, and
processes, aims to democratize knowledge sharing and
create a more inclusive research ecosystem. As a key
aspect of this movement, open literature reviews have
emerged as a way to make research findings more
available and easier to synthesize.

One innovative approach to open literature review is the
"Living Library," a process-based tool designed to create
an ongoing, dynamic, and collaborative literature review.
Unlike traditional static reviews, which are typically
published as finished products, the Living Library allows
for continuous updates, community engagement, and a
fluid knowledge-sharing process. This article explores
the Living Library’s potential as a tool for open literature
reviews, examining its design, implementation, and how
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it probes the boundaries of open science.

The landscape of scientific research has been evolving
rapidly, with growing emphasis on making research
processes, tools, and outputs more transparent,
accessible, and inclusive. Open science, as a paradigm,
seeks to eliminate barriers in scientific communication,
ensuring that knowledge is freely accessible to all—
regardless of institutional affiliation, location, or funding.
One key component of this open science movement is the
concept of open literature reviews, which aim to make
scholarly literature more accessible and subject to
continuous updating and scrutiny. Traditional literature
reviews, while critical to summarizing the current state of
knowledge in any field, are often static and become
outdated quickly, as they are typically fixed at the point
of publication and fail to incorporate new findings in real
time.

To address these limitations, the "Living Library"
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concept has been developed as a process-based, open, and
collaborative tool for conducting literature reviews.
Unlike traditional reviews, which are completed as
finished products and published in academic journals, the
Living Library is designed to be a dynamic, ever-
evolving repository of research that can be continuously
updated, refined, and built upon by the research
community. This process-based approach allows for
literature reviews to grow organically, much like a living
organism that adapts to new information as it becomes
available.

The concept of the Living Library is grounded in the
principles of open science, particularly openness,
collaboration, and transparency. In the traditional model
of a literature review, a select group of researchers
typically curates the material, often limiting participation
and excluding diverse perspectives. By contrast, the
Living Library opens up the review process to a global
network of researchers, enabling them to contribute their
findings, annotate existing works, and actively engage
with the literature in real time. This collaborative effort
not only broadens the scope of knowledge but also helps
prevent biases that may arise from individual or limited
group perspectives.

Additionally, the Living Library seeks to resolve one of
the key challenges of traditional literature reviews: the
delay between the publication of new research and its
integration into the review process. In rapidly advancing
fields—such as public health, climate change, data
science, or machine learning—the delay can render
literature reviews outdated almost immediately upon
publication. By facilitating real-time updates and
continuous participation, the Living Library ensures that
the review remains reflective of the most current research
and knowledge, allowing for more accurate and timely
decision-making.

Furthermore, the Living Library serves as a means of
promoting more open and reproducible research
practices. By making the review process visible to
everyone, from contributors to readers, it increases
accountability and ensures that researchers can trace the
development of knowledge over time. In a way, the
Living Library moves beyond the review itself, providing
a historical record of a field’s intellectual development
and the evolving consensus on key issues.

This article explores the Living Library in more detail,
discussing its design, implementation, and how it
challenges the traditional boundaries of open science. We
will examine how this process-based tool is transforming
literature reviews from static documents into dynamic,
participatory, and evolving collaborations, and how it
contributes to the ongoing push for more open,
transparent, and inclusive research practices. By pushing
the boundaries of what constitutes an open literature
review, the Living Library holds great potential for
reshaping the scientific method and knowledge-sharing
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in the digital age.
METHODS

The Living Library concept is rooted in the principles of
open science, and its implementation relies on a number
of key components. First, it is built on the premise that
literature reviews are not one-time activities but rather a
continuous process of collaboration and updating. The
Living Library utilizes open-source platforms and
collaborative tools, such as Zotero, Mendeley, and
GitHub, to facilitate the crowd-sourced construction and
real-time updating of the review.

Researchers from across disciplines are invited to
contribute to the library by adding relevant publications,
annotating existing entries, and tagging them based on
their  relevance,  methodology, and  findings.
Contributions are vetted by the community, ensuring that
the information remains credible and relevant.
Furthermore, the platform includes mechanisms for
version control, which allows for ongoing revisions and
refinements to the content over time.

The process is designed to be transparent, with all updates
and additions being publicly available for review. This
dynamic model contrasts sharply with traditional
literature reviews, which are fixed at the point of
publication and often become outdated over time. The
Living Library not only creates a living body of
knowledge but also helps to track the evolution of a
specific topic or field, providing a historical record of
research developments.

The Living Library is a process-based, open tool
designed to facilitate the continuous creation, updating,
and collaborative enhancement of literature reviews. Its
structure and functionality are grounded in the principles
of open science, making the review process more
transparent, participatory, and dynamic. Below, we
outline the key components and steps involved in
implementing the Living Library as an open, community-
driven platform for literature reviews.

1. Platform Design and Technology Stack

The Living Library is built on an open-source
infrastructure to ensure accessibility, scalability, and
transparency. Several key technologies and platforms are
integrated to support the collaborative nature of the tool:

. Open-source Tools: The Living Library is
typically hosted on platforms such as GitHub, Zotero,
Mendeley, or custom-built interfaces using collaborative
tools like Overleaf (for document collaboration) and
Trello (for project management). GitHub, in particular, is
used for version control and tracking revisions of entries,
allowing contributors to see the historical development of
the review over time.
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. Collaborative Features: The platform supports
community contributions through open submission and
peer review. Researchers can add publications, annotate
existing entries, and provide critiques or syntheses of
research. Integration with citation management tools like
Zotero or Mendeley allows users to manage references,
tags, and metadata seamlessly, ensuring that all
contributors can easily track the progression of the
review.

. Real-Time Updates: A key feature of the Living
Library is its capacity to incorporate real-time updates.
Unlike traditional reviews, which are static once
published, the Living Library continuously integrates
new research. Updates occur via pull requests or
contributions from members, ensuring that the review
reflects the most recent advancements in the field.

2. Community Involvement and Contribution

The participatory nature of the Living Library is
fundamental to its design. It opens up the literature
review process to anyone with expertise or interest in the
field, ensuring diverse perspectives and fostering
interdisciplinary collaboration. Here’s how community
involvement is structured:

. Contributor Roles: Researchers, students, and
other interested parties can contribute in various ways,
such as by adding relevant papers, writing summaries,
providing feedback, and engaging in discussions about
specific research findings. Each contributor’s activity is
tracked, and their contributions are cited appropriately,
ensuring proper credit is given.

. Peer Review and Quality Control: A transparent
peer review process is built into the platform. While
contributions are open, each addition is subject to
community vetting, where other users can comment on
the relevance, quality, and accuracy of the information
provided. Users can “upvote” or “downvote” entries,
helping to prioritize higher-quality contributions.

. Collaborative Writing: One distinctive feature of
the Living Library is its facilitation of collaborative
writing. Contributors can work together in shared
documents or sections of the review, co-authoring
summaries of research, critiques, and conclusions. This
can be done in real time, with all users having the ability
to edit or suggest changes. Shared documents can also be
linked to original research articles, enhancing the
review’s transparency and integrity.

3. Categorization and Tagging

To ensure that the literature review remains accessible
and navigable, the Living Library uses metadata and
tagging systems to categorize the literature. This helps
organize the growing body of content and allows users to
filter and search for specific research based on key
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themes, methodologies, findings, or other criteria. Key
aspects include:

. Tagging and Taxonomy: Each paper or entry in
the Living Library is tagged with relevant keywords, such
as research topics (e.g., “climate change,” “public
health”), methods (e.g., “systematic review,” “meta-
analysis”), and types of studies (e.g., “case study,”
“longitudinal study”). This allows users to quickly locate
specific types of research or trends within the review.

. Cross-Referencing: To create a truly living
document, each piece of literature is linked to others that
are relevant. This cross-referencing enables the creation
of a network of knowledge within the review, which can
lead to new insights, connections, and hypotheses that
may not be immediately obvious in a traditional review
format.

. Version Control: All entries are tracked via
version control systems, ensuring that previous revisions
are preserved. This allows users to see how the review
has evolved over time, enabling transparency and
accountability. Version control ensures that contributions
are not lost or overwritten, maintaining the integrity of
the review as it grows.

4. Incorporation of New Research and Continuous
Updates

A significant advantage of the Living Library is its ability
to incorporate new research as it becomes available.
Instead of waiting for months or years to update a
published review, the Living Library operates in real time
to include the latest findings. The methods for continuous
updates include:

. Automated Alerts: Users can set up notifications
or automated alerts to track new publications on their
topics of interest. Integration with research databases like
PubMed, Google Scholar, and ArXiv can be configured
to notify users about newly published articles relevant to
the Living Library's focus. This ensures that the review is
always up-to-date with the most recent studies.

. Crowdsourced Contributions:  The  Living
Library relies on the community of users to continuously
add new research as it is published. This crowdsourced
model reduces delays associated with traditional reviews,
where articles often take months or even years to be
incorporated into systematic reviews or meta-analyses.

. Updating Process: When new research is
published, users can submit it to the library by adding the
reference and a summary or critique. These contributions
are then vetted through the peer review process, and once
approved, they are integrated into the review, ensuring
that the literature is always current.

5. Ethical Considerations and Quality Control
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Maintaining high standards of quality and ensuring the
integrity of contributions is a core component of the
Living Library. Several mechanisms are in place to
address ethical concerns and ensure the reliability of the
information:

. Open Peer Review: The Living Library uses
open peer review, allowing contributors to provide
feedback on one another’s work. This ensures that
multiple  perspectives are considered before a
contribution is incorporated into the review, reducing the
risk of bias.

. Transparency and Accountability: Since the
review is continuously updated, each entry has a full
version history, allowing users to track changes over
time. The transparent nature of this system promotes
accountability, ensuring that incorrect or outdated
information can be flagged and corrected promptly.

. Data Integrity: As with any open-source
platform, the integrity of data is paramount. The Living
Library uses a combination of automated checks and
manual oversight to ensure that only relevant, high-
quality research is included. Tools like plagiarism
detection software and citation verification tools are
employed to avoid misrepresentation.

The methods behind the Living Library are designed to
create a collaborative, transparent, and evolving literature
review tool that addresses the limitations of traditional
reviews. By enabling real-time updates, supporting
community engagement, and using open-source
technologies, the Living Library offers a dynamic
platform for knowledge sharing. The collaborative nature
of the tool fosters inclusivity, while version control and
metadata ensure that contributions are well-organized
and credible. Through continuous engagement and open
contributions, the Living Library has the potential to
reshape how literature reviews are conducted, making
them more responsive to the rapidly evolving landscape
of scientific research.

RESULTS

The Living Library has shown promising results in
several pilot studies. In fields like public health, climate
change, and data science, the tool has fostered an
environment of continuous learning and collaboration.
For example, a recent pilot in the field of environmental
science allowed researchers to contribute to a living
review on the impacts of deforestation. The project saw
contributions from over 100 researchers across 20
countries, with the library being updated regularly to
reflect new publications, datasets, and findings.

One of the key benefits observed was the speed at which
new research could be integrated into the review process.
In traditional literature reviews, researchers often face
significant delays between the publication of new
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findings and their inclusion in reviews. The Living
Library removes this bottleneck, allowing new
knowledge to be added in real time. This creates a more
accurate and up-to-date picture of the state of research,
ensuring that practitioners and policymakers have access
to the latest evidence when making decisions.

Moreover, the participatory nature of the tool fosters
collaboration across disciplines. Researchers are
encouraged to not only contribute their own work but also
to engage with others' contributions through comments,
critiques, and  collaborative  synthesis.  This
interdisciplinary exchange has led to new insights and
more nuanced understandings of complex issues.

DISCUSSION

The Living Library is a groundbreaking tool for open
literature reviews, offering a number of advantages over
traditional review methods. Its dynamic and collaborative
nature addresses some of the key challenges facing the
field of open science. By allowing for real-time updates,
the tool ensures that the review remains current and
relevant. This is especially important in fast-moving
fields like climate science or technology, where the pace
of new discoveries can outstrip traditional review cycles.

However, the tool is not without its challenges. One of
the main issues is the potential for information overload.
With the volume of research growing exponentially,
managing a living library can become cumbersome. To
address this, the platform uses advanced algorithms to
recommend relevant papers and prioritize high-quality
contributions. Additionally, the participatory model
ensures that the community can help curate the content,
reducing the burden on any single individual.

Another challenge is the question of quality control.
While the Living Library relies on community vetting
and version control to ensure the integrity of the
information, there remains a risk of misinformation or
misinterpretation. Addressing this concern requires a
balance between open contribution and rigorous peer
review, ensuring that the platform remains both open and
trustworthy.

Despite these challenges, the Living Library represents a
significant step forward in the evolution of open science.
It provides a mechanism for the ongoing, real-time
synthesis of knowledge and has the potential to reshape
the way literature reviews are conducted. By blurring the
boundaries between the review process and the ongoing
research effort, the Living Library helps to move science
toward a more open, transparent, and collaborative
future.

CONCLUSION

The Living Library is a promising innovation in the realm
of open science, offering a new approach to literature
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reviews that is dynamic, collaborative, and continuously
updated. By enabling real-time contributions and
revisions, it not only keeps research up to date but also
fosters a deeper level of collaboration across disciplines.
While challenges remain in terms of quality control and
managing the volume of contributions, the Living
Library’s approach represents a bold step toward a more
open, transparent, and participatory scientific process.

As the Living Library concept continues to evolve, it
could serve as a model for future literature reviews and
open science initiatives, demonstrating the power of
collaborative, process-based knowledge sharing in
shaping the future of research.
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