
Is Open Access headed for a cost
explosion?
Björn Brembs

Published October 2, 2019 

Citation

Brembs, B. (2019, October 2). Is Open Access headed for a cost explosion?. Bjoern.brembs.blog.

https://doi.org/10.59350/d1zfz-8cs77 

Keywords

Science Politics, Costs, Open Access, Publishing 

Copyright

Copyright © Björn Brembs 2019. Distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons

Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and

reproduction in any medium, provided the original author and source are credited. 

bjoern.brembs.blog

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7824-7650
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7824-7650
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode


By now, it is public knowledge that subscription prices for scholarly journals have been rising

beyond inflation for decades (i.e., the serials crisis):

A superficially very similar graph was recently published for APC price increases:

source: https://doi.org/10.18352/lq.10280

When not paying too much attention, both figures seem to indicate a linear increase in costs

over time for both business models. However, the situation is more complicated than that. For

one, the Y-axis on the subscription graph indicates percent increase per year, so this is not a

linear scale when one plots the numbers in actual currency. Moreover, the subscription graph

plots total cost to libraries, i.e., the increase in number of publications of about ~3% year over

year is included in this figure. In other words, if one divides the yearly subscription fees by the

number of articles published in that year, one arrives at a number of about US$4-5k per article.

Remarkably, and this is crucially important here, this US$4-5k number has remained fairly

constant since the 1990s!

The per-article APCs, in contrast, are not constant, they increase. The number of articles we

publish also increases, by about 3% every year. This means that in an APC-OA world, total

spending on publishing seems likely to increase exponentially, as both the number of articles

increases and the price for each article article.

In other words, to really compare both above curves, one needs to run a small model. The

output of the model would be expected total costs to the tax-payer in a subscription world vs.
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expected costs in an APC-OA world. The assumptions of the model would be extrapolated

growth curves under a subscription only scenario and an APC-OA only scenario, with price

increases from the past extrapolated to the future, plus an underlying ~3% growth in papers per

year (need to check exact value). Subscription article prices would remain fixed at, say, US$4,500

and the starting APC could be that last value in the APC graph above, say US$1,800. With these

assumptions, it seems to me that it should just be a matter of time until the total price of

publishing APC-OA overtakes subscription pricing. How soon would that be?

Who could help me plot such a comparison?

P.S.: Just to pre-empt – in the 20 years covered by the subscription graph, per-article prices

ought to have dropped dramatically, so there is nothing positive in these prices staying

constant.
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