
Peer-review is not free – it’s a subsidy
for publishers
Björn Brembs

Published July 26, 2016 

Citation

Brembs, B. (2016, July 26). Peer-review is not free – it’s a subsidy for publishers. 

Bjoern.brembs.blog. https://doi.org/10.59350/gc042-smm40 

Keywords

Science Politics, Peer-review, Scholarly Communication 

Copyright

Copyright © Björn Brembs 2016. 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


At seemingly every possibility in a discussion on peer-review, people apparently feel the need

to emphasize that in the current model reviewers (or most academic editors handling peer-

review) are not being paid.

Inasmuch as the reviewer is employed at some academic institution or another (as I’d assume

the vast majority of reviewers are, with only few exceptions, on the whole), participating in

scholarly communication is part of the job description. This means reviewers are, in fact, being

paid: it’s our job to review.

Conversely, if we got paid for every review we did, it would have at least two, not very attractive

consequences (likely more):

Academics with decent salaries will stop reviewing, as it obviously isn’t part of the job

any more, while those with less decent salaries will review at the expense of other, less

lucrative academic tasks.

Tax advisors will make a fortune by collating a myriad of bills/receipts for the academics

who peer-review too much to do their own taxes.

None of this looks like a desirable future to me, so can we please stop pretending peer-

reviewers are donating their time to a higher cause? If scholarly communication were a higher

cause, is doing experiments or teaching a lesser cause and if so why?

The vast majority of reviewers are being paid for their work – just not by publishers, but that is

an entirely different question. From some weird perspective, peer-review looks like free labor

for publishers. However, it is not free labor it is subsidized labor, subsidized by the public whose

taxes pay our salaries as well as the subscriptions keeping the publishers afloat. Subsidizing

private companies is a separate discussion. What could be the value in singling out this

particular subsidy by calling it ‘free’ and leave the others unmentioned? If anything, peer-review

is one of several public subsidies that publishers receive. Saying that reviewers aren’t paid

obscures this fact, so stop it already.

UPDATE: Thinking about this some more, an amusing argument would be to not pay the already

paid reviewers some more, but instead tax publishers for the value they receive. First of all,

each manuscript is a tremendous value. I suggest one dollar/euro for each word in taxation.

Moreover, tax the publisher for each reviewer one credit per word they have to read, including

the invitation and instruction letters. For each word of review the editor has to read, also tax

the publisher one unit of money, plus a fixed rate per manuscript. The extra tax income then

goes towards institutions giving their adjuncts proper jobs, increasing the number of authors,

reviewers and editors. Imagine the hilarious incentives it creates on all sides and the circularity

of it all! 
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