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Economic analyses, historical studies, and sociological reviews paint on a consistent 
picture: the recent surge in academic journals is propelled by the rapid expansion of inter-
national scientific players—most notably China—alongside increasing disciplinary spe-
cialization, commercial incentives such as open-access models, and the low barriers to 
launching new titles (Goel & Faria, 2007; Jacobs, 2014; National Science Board, National 
Science Foundation, 2024). That expansion has widened outlets for interdisciplinary and 
niche work but has also fragmented literatures, increased the effort required to locate 
relevant research, strained peer-review capacity, and intensified incentives—such as 
“publish or perish” pressures—that can individually or collectively erode editorial stan-
dards and research quality (see e.g., Goel & Faria, 2007; Hanson et al., 2024; Horton, 
2015; Ioannidis, 2005; Jacobs, 2014; Smith, 2003). Meta-analytic surveys of scientific mis-
conduct and questionable research practices further show how perverse incentives can 
distort the integrity of scholarly outputs (Fanelli, 2009).
In the face of these challenges, the entire academic publishing landscape is and will 

undergo massive change. For example, even the centuries-old Cambridge University Press, 
one of the larger publishers of peer-reviewed scientific and scholarly articles, recently 
proposed an agenda for “radical change,” endorsing the reformation of academic incen-
tives, the reduction of pre-publication peer review, and the prioritization of quality over 
quantity in publication (i.e., fewer articles and journals). The growing adoption of artifi-
cial intelligence (AI) agents in scientific research will reduce the direct human readership 
of peer-reviewed articles, further reducing the need for the genre of “research article” 
to persist at current levels. Already, AI-generated submissions are straining peer-review 
systems (Kusumegi et al., 2025), and the recent publication in Nature of the first fully 
AI-generated paper to pass rigorous human peer review marks a concrete inflection point 
in this transformation (Lu et al., 2026).
Within this reconfigured ecosystem, niche journals devoted to frontier science—work 

that extends beyond established knowledge into uncertain, exploratory, or not yet well-
validated terrain—such as the Journal of Scientific Exploration (JSE), Explore, Medical Hypothe-
ses, Limina: Journal of UAP Studies, Mind and Matter, World Futures, and Journal of Anomalistics 
play a vital yet often underrecognized role. In particular, they serve as irreplaceable incuba-
tors where high-risk, high-reward ideas can be proposed, critiqued, and iteratively improved 
before they face the stringent demands of mainstream, high-impact venues. Niche journals 
are not sidelines; they arguably are the experimental engine room that primes bold ideas 
for broader dissemination, where validation in cross-disciplinary, preeminent journals can 
catalyze the paradigm shifts in method or theory that reshape whole fields.
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History testifies that major scientific advancements 
have often originated from ideas initially dismissed by the 
mainstream: familiar examples include Galileo’s heliocen-
tric theory, Semmelweis’s handwashing hypothesis, and 
Wegener’s continental drift theory Kuhn (1962). These 
precedents underscore the need for intellectual space 
where nascent ideas can mature without premature 
dismissal. Simonton (2004) likewise noted that break-
through discoveries frequently arise at the intersection 
of risk-taking and intellectual freedom, and niche journals 
function as the modern institutional equivalent—akin 
to Bell Labs or Alphabet’s X—where disruptive concepts 
receive early critique and iterative refinement (Gertner, 
2012). These historical and industrial analogies illustrate 
why a deliberate, staged incubator pathway is necessary 
to move promising maverick ideas from initial insight to 
mainstream validation. Such maverick journals also help 
to counter a major consequence of the scientific litera-
ture’s meteoric expansion. As Chu and Evans (2021, p. 1) 
observed, “canons crystallize as fields grow large,” leaving 
mainstream science increasingly resistant to novel ideas. 
Quantitative evidence reinforces this point. Analyzing 45 
million papers and 3.9 million patents across six decades, 
Park et al. (2023) found that scientific and technological 
work has become progressively less likely to push fields in 
new directions—a pattern that holds across disciplines.

AN INCUBATOR MODEL: FIVE STAGES TO GUIDE 
MAVERICK IDEAS TO MAINSTREAM VALIDATION

Discovery often begins with a contrarian observation or 
a theoretical fracture in accepted assumptions; an individ-
ual or small team suggests an unconventional hypothesis 
or a novel measurement approach intended to reveal phe-
nomena that standard methods might miss (Kuhn, 1962). 
These early proposals are frequently speculative and 
modest in evidence, but they are important for expanding 
the conceptual search space and articulating new research 
questions.
Before formal submission, scholars can refine nascent 

proposals through what might be called the “under-
ground”—a loose array of platforms and settings outside 
the peer-reviewed literature where ideas are informally 
shared, tested, and debated. Social scientists might char-
acterize such spaces as a form of “third place:” casual 
environments distinct from home (“first place”) and work 
(“second place”) where individuals gather to socialize and 
cultivate a sense of belonging (Oldenburg, 1989). This 
notion resonates with the older concept of the “invisible 

college”—the informal networks of scholars who, long 
before the age of journals, exchanged letters, circulated 
manuscripts, and met in coffeehouses to argue ideas 
across disciplinary boundaries (Crane, 1972; Price, 1963). 
Thornton (1995) observed that when a culture lacks public 
recognition and is embraced only by a small circle, it tends 
to coalesce into a relatively closed community—an under-
ground culture. Most researchers have inhabited one of 
these underground places—conference corridors, moder-
ated online groups, workshops, private correspondence, 
or campus cafés where interdisciplinary dialogue naturally 
unfolds.
In these third places, the invisible college does its quiet 

work: rapid feedback, pointed counterarguments, and 
early iteration transform raw intuition or preliminary find-
ings into a defensible proof of concept, a pilot design, or 
an early-stage manuscript ready for peer review. Scholarly 
networking platforms such as ResearchGate and Academia.
edu extend this function into the digital realm, offering 
normalization, moral support, intellectual stimulation, and 
a sympathetic arena for airing new, speculative, or contro-
versial ideas. Together, these environments help scholars 
to identify methodological pitfalls, locate relevant litera-
tures, and discover potential collaborators. Yet promising 
ideas cannot remain buried in the underground indefinitely. 
The invisible college, for all its generative power, is not an 
end in itself. Ideas must eventually ascend from informal 
circulation to transparent, peer-reviewed forums—where 
iterative critique and structured refinement can prepare 
them for the scrutiny, and ultimately the validation, of the 
wider scholarly community.
Mainstream journals typically prioritize rigor, repli-

cation, and adherence to established paradigms, which, 
while critical for maintaining scientific standards, can 
inadvertently discourage the publication of ideas that 
challenge orthodoxy. Niche journals, on the other hand, are 
designed to accommodate unconventional research that 
may lack immediate empirical support but is grounded in 
logical reasoning and theoretical plausibility. For instance, 
Medical Hypotheses explicitly invites speculative articles, 
recognizing that breakthroughs in medicine often begin as 
untested ideas (Hughes, 2021). Similarly, all niche journals 
can be repositories for early-stage thinking and research, 
reducing the risk of intellectual stagnation. This parallels 
technology firms that have “peripheral zones” for exper-
imenting with unconventional ideas (Chesbrough, 2006) 
or “blue-sky” projects to foster disruptive thinking with-
out immediate concern for profitability (Chesbrough, 
2003). Indeed, Ioannidis (2005) showed how dominant 
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paradigms in mainstream science can create a file-drawer 
effect, where novel or controversial ideas struggle to find 
publication outlets. In contrast, empirical studies show 
that lower-prestige, niche, and maverick journals publish a 
higher proportion of null or non-confirmatory results than 
mainstream venues (Fanelli, 2012; Franco et al., 2014; van 
Assen et al., 2015).
Authors are strongly encouraged therefore to submit 

preliminary data, theoretical essays, or methodological 
notes, and null results to specialized outlets that champion 
exploratory lines of work. Niche journals provide three vital 
resources in this context: first, they offer a receptive read-
ership that understands the domain’s conceptual stakes, 
second, their peer reviewers have both domain-appropriate  
expertise and sympathetic minds, and lastly, they pro-
vide a public record that establishes intellectual priority 
and invites broader scrutiny. By offering early peer scru-
tiny and intellectual credit, these journals enable ideas to 
evolve responsibly. In particular, constructive peer critique 
in the niche venue should prioritize sharpening concep-
tual claims and rendering methods increasingly testable. 
Reviewers and editors should push authors to specify 
boundary conditions, state uncertainty clearly, and pro-
pose concrete follow-up studies. Recommended actions 
often include pilot replications, standardizing measures, or 
developing cross-laboratory protocols so that exploratory 
findings can advance toward confirmatory phases.
When methods or hypotheses have been refined in this 

way, the most promising research lines should naturally 
progress to confirmatory pipelines—that is, preregistra-
tion, adequately powered replication studies, multi-site 
collaborations, or cross-disciplinary syntheses that allow 
mainstream journals with broader audiences to evaluate 
and as warranted, disseminate validated results. Prereg-
istration and open data are central to these confirmatory 
pipelines, improving transparency and reproducibility 
(Nosek et al., 2015). The Registered Reports format oper-
ationalizes this most fully: by subjecting methods and 
analysis plans to peer review before data collection, it elim-
inates selective reporting and publication bias while still 
permitting exploratory analyses to be reported transpar-
ently alongside confirmatory findings (Chambers, 2013). 
Moreover, large-scale replication initiatives document why 
multi-site confirmation is necessary to separate robust 
effects from various artifacts (Open Science Collabora-
tion, 2015). Mainstream, high-impact journals are the ideal 
venues for such work because, when supported by rigor-
ous confirmation, their broad readership and disciplinary 
reach are where paradigm-shifting ideas gain the critical 

scrutiny, integration, and visibility necessary to transform 
established frameworks (Kuhn, 1962).
Readers should make no mistake, many influential jour-

nals have published papers on a wide range of frontier sci-
ence topics (Houran & Bauer, 2022)—including Scott and 
Rines’ (1975) famous feature article in Nature advocating 
for the existence of the Loch Ness Monster (though not 
peer-reviewed), Bem and Honorton’s (1994) meta-analysis 
suggestive of putative psi phenomena that appeared in 
Psychological Bulletin, Sykes et al.’s (2014) genetic study of 
hair samples attributed to unidentified primates like the 
sasquatch or yeti—published in the prestigious Proceed-
ings of the Royal Society B—which found that all samples 
matched known species, and Szydagis et al.’s (2025) study 
in Progress in Aerospace Sciences detailing the deploy-
ment of camera and radiation sensor arrays to investigate 
unidentified aerial phenomena (UAPs) during a field expe-
dition off Catalina Island.
This proposed five-stage pathway outlines a strategic 

progression for advancing frontier research from initial 
spark to mainstream validation: (1) Formulate and articulate 
a maverick idea (cf. Wardle & Rossi, 2016, p. 8)—develop an 
unconventional hypothesis or innovative method that chal-
lenges prevailing assumptions and opens new conceptual 
terrain; (2) Circulate the idea for early critique and calibration 
(cf. Martin-Gomez & Muñoz de Luna, 2024)—test its res-
onance in your third places and within the hallways of the 
invisible college, from workshop conversations to trusted 
professional networks, to refine the core argument and 
gather preliminary evidence; (3) Publish in a niche journal 
(cf. Flier, 2019)—submit a preliminary study, methodolog-
ical note, or conceptual paper to attract domain-specific 
critique and establish intellectual priority; (4) Engage 
in peer critique and iterative refinement (cf. Alberts et al., 
2008)—leverage structured reviews to sharpen claims, 
clarify boundary conditions, and design concrete follow-up 
or replication strategies; and (5) Transition to mainstream 
confirmation (cf. van Dalen & Henkens, 2005)—advance 
the most promising lines of inquiry into preregistered, 
adequately powered, multi-site or cross-disciplinary stud-
ies suitable for high-impact journals. This final stage pre-
serves early creativity while ensuring that claims intended 
for policy, clinical practice, or public uptake meet rigorous 
evidentiary standards (Ioannidis, 2005).

BALANCING RISK AND RIGOR

Niche journals wrestle with the key challenge of 
maintaining a careful equilibrium between openness to 
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unconventional ideas and adherence to scientific rigor. 
Frontier scientists routinely advance bold, speculative 
hypotheses on sparse empirical grounds, and the credi-
bility such claims acquire depends heavily on disciplinary 
cultures and gatekeepers; peer review therefore functions 
not only as a methodological filter but as cultural bound-
ary work that helps to decide what counts as legitimate 
knowledge (Gieryn, 1998; Ioannidis, 2005). Both failure 
modes are well documented: overly restrictive gatekeep-
ing can dismiss sound but unconventional work as pseudo-
science—Wegener’s continental drift being the paradigm 
case—while overly permissive gatekeeping can delay legit-
imate consensus by keeping unwarranted alternatives in 
circulation (Hauswald, 2026). Without rigorous editorial 
standards, niche outlets risk lapsing into repositories for 
allegedly unsound or even potentially harmful claims, as 
the Medical Hypotheses controversy demonstrated in the 
early 2010s, prompting corrective editorial reform (Enser-
ink, 2010). That episode underscores the necessity of peer 
review that is both exacting and fair, so that published 
ideas remain speculative yet plausibly grounded. Long-
standing critiques of peer review highlight structural flaws 
that make deliberate editorial redesigns both necessary 
and practicable (Smith, 2006).
These cultural and structural pressures are amplified 

by today’s fast-moving communication ecosystem, where 
preprints, social media, and rapid news cycles can propel 
tentative findings into public view before replication and 
critique have had time to operate. When preliminary 
claims are amplified prematurely, they can misdirect fund-
ing, shape policy without corroboration, and erode public 
trust; consequently, the peer review system becomes 
implicated in societal risk management as well as epis-
temic judgment (Ioannidis, 2005). Because reviewers oper-
ate within local norms, peer review can either reproduce 
conservative biases that stifle novel work or tolerate rhe-
torical boldness that outstrips the evidence; both distor-
tions undermine the long-term epistemic health of a field 
(Fanelli, 2012; Nosek et al., 2015).
These challenges call for proactive editorial architec-

tures that anticipate error rather than merely react to 
it—structures that refine speculation into disciplined 
experimentation. To manage those risks while preserv-
ing intellectual freedom, niche journals can adopt risk-
management lessons from innovation practice and embed 
them in editorial workflows. Structured, iterative process-
es—analogous to corporate frameworks such as Amazon’s 
“Working Backwards,” which emphasize clarity of objec-
tives, iterative feedback, and staged validation (cf. Hess 

& Ludwig, 2017)—can help journals to refine speculative 
ideas without sacrificing credibility. Practically, this means 
publishing transparent review criteria, requiring clear 
statements of uncertainty and planned follow-up from 
authors, and insisting on plausible mechanism building 
or boundary conditions even in exploratory reports; such 
measures enable constructive critique rather than reflex-
ive dismissal.
Finally, a proportionate, tiered review architecture aligns 

evaluative intensity with potential downstream impact. 
Low-impact exploratory reports can receive light-touch, 
transparent review with explicit caveats and replication 
plans. Moderate-impact claims that could shape applied 
research or practice should undergo multidisciplinary 
scrutiny and meet standard data-sharing requirements. 
High-impact assertions with implications for health, safety, 
or policy merit coordinated, intensive review, preregistra-
tion of confirmatory studies, and conditional publication 
tied to staged confirmation.
Transparent and innovative peer-review models offer 

practical tools to align review intensity with manuscript 
risk and public impact (Ross-Hellauer, 2017). Coupled 
with post-publication monitoring of replication trajec-
tories, media uptake, and policy citations, these reforms 
reframe peer review as calibrated epistemic gover-
nance—preserving the creative edge of frontier science 
while limiting the societal harms of premature or over-
stated claims (Ioannidis, 2005; Open Science Collabora-
tion, 2015). Conceptual balance alone is insufficient; to 
realize this vision, frontier journals must embed rigor 
into their workflows in practical, transparent ways. The 
next step is to consider how editorial design can trans-
late these principles into daily practice.

EVOLVING EDITORIAL PRACTICES TO 
OPERATIONALIZE AN INCUBATOR MODEL

Translating philosophy into policy demands a reimagin-
ing of submission categories, reviewer expectations, and 
feedback systems—ensuring that exploratory and con-
firmatory research progress along a unified developmen-
tal pathway. To bring this aspirational incubator model to 
life, journals must adopt concrete editorial practices and 
governance structures that support its implementation. 
First, journals could adopt and clearly advertise tiered sub-
mission tracks—Exploratory, Confirmatory, and Synthe-
sis—with distinct review rubrics so authors and reviewers 
share expectations. Second, reviewer guidance must be 
structured: for exploratory submissions reviewers should 
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assess conceptual coherence, feasibility of follow-up val-
idation, transparency about limitations, and whether the 
manuscript supplies actionable pathways toward confir-
mation. Third, publication formats should be diversified to 
reflect iterative development: pilot briefs, method notes, 
registered exploratory reports, and living reviews allow 
ideas to appear in progressively stronger forms without 
forcing premature definitive claims.
Fourth, reviewer training and recognition matter. Short 

primers or workshops on evaluating speculative methods, 
and formal acknowledgement of exemplary reviewers, raise 
the quality and reward of the service that peer review con-
stitutes. Peer review is a public good; everyone who bene-
fits from a healthy literature should strive to serve when 
they can. Recent cross-disciplinary analyses of peer-review 
innovation provide templates and case studies for imple-
menting reviewer training and tiered tracks (Tennant et al., 
2017). Fifth, for higher-risk claims, editors might require 
preregistration of confirmatory protocols, mandatory data 
sharing, and, where necessary, convened multidisciplinary 
validation panels before mainstream amplification. Sixth, 
post-publication monitoring—tracking replications, media 
exposure, and policy uptake—creates feedback loops that 
allow journals to calibrate editorial standards and learn 
from outcomes (Ioannidis, 2005). Systematic monitoring 
and metadata-driven approaches are already being piloted 
in scholarly communication studies and can inform jour-
nal-level feedback loops (Kaltenbrunner et al., 2022).

IN SERVICE OF MAINSTREAM 
EXPOSURE AND INTEGRATION

The incubator approach implies that niche journals 
should prioritize publishing early-stage ideas and research, 
while guiding frontier scientists to submit their most 
advanced studies to high-impact journals. In fact, the ulti-
mate success of niche journals like JSE arguably lies in their 
ability to transition promising hypotheses into mainstream 
venues. Journals should therefore proactively foster inter-
disciplinary dialogue—through special issues and collabo-
rative networks—that can attract attention from broader 
audiences. They could also incentivize empirical follow-up 
by prioritizing submissions that present feasible valida-
tion plans and by facilitating cross-lab collaborations that 
supply the statistical power and methodological breadth 
mainstream journals require.
Historical examples show this pathway in action: topics 

initially aired in specialized outlets, such as placebo 
research, later matured into robust mainstream literatures 

because exploratory work was followed by rigorous repli-
cation and synthesis (Benedetti, 2014). Systematic reviews 
of translational pathways emphasize that staged valida-
tion, inclusive networks, and synthesis are common fea-
tures of topics that move from niche to mainstream (West 
et al., 2014).
Niche journals—and particularly those devoted to 

maverick concepts—are not marginal curiosities but 
essential engines of scientific renewal. Like corporate 
“innovation labs,” they provide structured, lower-risk 
spaces where boundary-pushing ideas can be proposed, 
tested, and improved. By embracing a tiered incubator 
model—socializing fresh perspectives, offering early 
peer scrutiny, enforcing fair but rigorous standards, 
and actively shepherding validated findings toward 
mainstream venues—these journals can preserve the 
adventurous spirit of frontier science while safeguard-
ing credibility and societal trust. Peer review is a crucial 
scholarly service in this enterprise; those who rely on the 
scientific record should also accept the responsibility to 
sustain it.
Anomalistics-oriented journals will ideally function as 

deliberate bridges, creating clear, resourced pathways that 
move validated, high-quality frontier work into mainstream, 
high-impact venues for broad scrutiny and transformative 
uptake. The aim of this is not to force paradigm shifts per 
se, but to recognize which paradigms are ripe for revision 
or reinvention—guiding where rigorous confirmation and 
cross-disciplinary attention will yield the greatest scien-
tific and social payoff. Although JSE and similar periodicals 
have not yet adopted the full incubator system outlined 
here, we urged frontier scientists to treat niche journals as 
disciplined waystations rather than final havens. This shift 
in mindset and action can collectively chart a more trans-
parent, testable, and ultimately transformative course in 
the advancement of non-obedient science.
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