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As discussed at Meeting 2 there are two ways to achieve open access to research results: 

Green OA, or the archiving of articles in an open access repository such as uO Research, and 

Gold OA, publishing the results directly in open access. More information on the two routes to 

open access can be found on the scholarly communication website: 

https://scholarlycommunication.uottawa.ca/open-access/practice-open-access  

 

This brief introduces the various economic models associated with Gold OA for article 

publishing, as this topic emerged as an area of interest for committee members. This brief does 

not intend to give a full analysis of the global economics of open access, nor does it delve into 

monograph publishing, but rather provides an overview of a few established and emerging 

economic models for publishing articles in open access: APC-based OA publishing and no-fee 

OA publishing including scholar-led and library/publisher cooperatives.  

APC-based OA publishing 

What is it  

Article Processing Charge. The payment of a fee at the time of acceptance for the publication of 

an open access article. These fees can range from a few hundred dollars to several thousand. 

Hybrid journals, that offer optional APCs are on average 60% higher than APCs in fully open 

access journals, based on historical uOttawa APC payments. Estimates of how many journals 

operate on an APC model range between 16%1 and 23%2. Large commercial publishers are 

more likely to charge APCs, and we see the similar dominant players as in the subscription 

market (Elsevier, Springer/Nature, Wiley, etc.). There is substantial debate about the cost and 

price of APCs, as the calculation of cost per article depends on myriad factors including fixed 

and variable costs, platform costs, legacy systems, etc. According to a recent scholarly  

publishing landscape analysis, for Elsevier (the most profitable, but not the largest STM 

publisher) a full shift to APC-based OA would come at an an economic loss as current revenues 

for subscription articles are $4,100 per article while the industry average for APCs sits around 

$2,250 to $2,400.3 However, for a publishing firm with less robust profit margins, or one which 

capitalizes on efficiencies afforded by a smaller footprint, it can certainly be argued that the cost 

of operating on an APC basis should be much lower. As Willinsky notes “the shift to an APC 

open access model for the corporate sector is taking place amid an era of considerable profits”4. 

 
1 https://www.elgaronline.com/view/9781785365751/chapter02.xhtml 
2https://sustainingknowledgecommons.org/2019/04/04/acknowledging-a-downside-to-apc-opening-up-
scholars-and-scholarship-to-exploitation/  
3 https://sparcopen.org/our-work/landscape-analysis/ 
4 https://muse.jhu.edu/article/715059  

https://scholarlycommunication.uottawa.ca/open-access/practice-open-access
https://www.elgaronline.com/view/9781785365751/chapter02.xhtml
https://sustainingknowledgecommons.org/2019/04/04/acknowledging-a-downside-to-apc-opening-up-scholars-and-scholarship-to-exploitation/
https://sustainingknowledgecommons.org/2019/04/04/acknowledging-a-downside-to-apc-opening-up-scholars-and-scholarship-to-exploitation/
https://sparcopen.org/our-work/landscape-analysis/
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/715059


Benefits  

● Allows the publisher to recoup the cost of producing the article (overhead, copyediting, 

HTML and XML markup, layout, etc.) and reinvest in the underlying infrastructure for 

scholarly publishing (publisher platforms, new features, SEO and discovery 

improvements, etc.).  

● Introduces a 3rd actor, the author, into a market where transactions have historically 

been executed between publishers and libraries. This has the potential to shift a formerly 

inelastic market to one where the consumer’s (the author) choice may have an impact 

on the cost of the good. i.e. authors may determine that a high APC charged by a 

publisher is not providing the value they seek in the publishing experience and seek 

alternative publishing outlets at a lower cost. 

Criticisms/challenges:  

● As discussed above, the perceived high cost of APCs poses significant challenges as 

only the most well funded research universities have the option to support these costs. 

Recent research notes that with this stratification new professional hierarchies are 

developing in contemporary publishing5. 

● The access barrier moves from reader to author (producer), with authors in lower ranked 

universities and lower income countries unable to participate.6 This perpetuates the well 

established inequality in the Western dominated field of scientific publishing, particularly 

problematic when considering open access at the principle core is concerned with 

increasing access to research and global participation in knowledge creation and 

dissemination.  

● There is also limited scalability across scholarly publishing domains, with high output 

fields likely having to pay more to publish, while practitioner /high consumption fields 

benefitting from more access to research while not necessarily financially supporting it.7 

● Does not reflect the funding and economic realities of different disciplines instead 

proposing a one-size fits all model with little room for cost negotiation. 

No Fee OA Publishing 

What is it 

As the title of this section suggests, it is a model of open access publishing for which no fee is 

charged for the publication of an article. As noted above there are costs associated with 

publishing (platforms, overhead, discovery etc.) and these costs must be recouped somehow. 

There are benefits and challenges of this model overall and these are presented below before 

examining the various financial models for no-fee publishing. Illustrative examples of each are 

provided. 

 
5 https://peerj.com/articles/4269/  
6 Ibid 
7 https://www.elgaronline.com/view/9781785365751/9781785365751.xml  

https://peerj.com/articles/4269/
https://www.elgaronline.com/view/9781785365751/9781785365751.xml


Benefits 

The no-fee model attempts to counter some of the challenges inherent in the APC system 

including the access barrier (high cost) and the scalability issue across disciplines. 

Generally, the organizations that operate on a no fee basis promote and recognise the 

importance of the scholarly/academic community that contributes the labour and intellectual 

property to the production of scholarship.  

It is also marked by a desire to capitalize on new or experimental methods, not only of income 

generation, but of scholarly communication itself. The publishing groups in this space tend to be 

newer entrants into the scholarly publishing market, and are therefore unencumbered by legacy 

systems and practices. In turn, a more lightweight framework allows for agility and 

responsiveness to new technological and social developments, e.g. open peer review, 

annotation, etc.  

Criticisms/Challenges 

New entrants have a difficult time competing with established players and entrenched habits. It 

takes a tremendous amount of work to build trust and community in this space and there is a 

well documented tendency for large commercial publishers to consolidate market share by 

purchasing successful open enterprises (Elsevier’s purchase of BePress, SSRN, and Mendeley 

being just a few examples). It takes considerable effort to overcome institutional inertia, 

particularly when the ventures are new or untested and the reward is uncertain (consideration 

for promotion and tenure files for example.) 

Heterogeneity, scale and visibility. Related to the point above, the historically dominant 

subscription publishing model has developed in parallel with large-scale distribution and related 

networks (indexes, databases, license and subscription management systems and processes) 

and economies of scale work best when products are homogenous. Adapting legacy systems to 

new models can incur costs that are difficult to account for.  

Financial Models and Examples 

No-fee journals 

In this model, there is simply no cost to publish with the journal. This is common with smaller, 

medium sized, or independent publishers; scholarly societies that have little overhead or large 

volunteer labour forces; independent journals that are supported by small grants from funders or 

institutions or are provided the underlying infrastructure by other groups. It is difficult to know the 

market size of these journals, but as many as 73% of journals listed in the Directory of Open 

Access Journals do not charge a fee, it follows that at least some of these operate under these 

financial circumstances. The rest may be funded by one of the models outlined below, or a 

combination of these.  

Examples 

Journal of Librarianship and Scholarly Communication https://jlsc-pub.org/  

Journal of World-Systems Research https://jwsr.pitt.edu/ojs/index.php/jwsr  

https://jlsc-pub.org/
https://jwsr.pitt.edu/ojs/index.php/jwsr


Library-publisher co-operatives  

In this model, libraries and publishers work in a cooperative manner to provide no fee open 

access publishing. These usually operate on a shared governance structure with libraries 

underwriting the costs of supporting or developing publication infrastructures. This model is of 

great interest to libraries and has found significant traction in fields where the APC model is 

unappealing or unsustainable. Coalition Publi.ca is a flagship model for this in Canada, with 

participation from dozens of university libraries whose funding is coordinated by CRKN, a 

national consortia and an infrastructure development in partnership between Érudit and Public 

Knowledge Project. However, transitioning at scale globally across disciplines has proven to be 

more difficult.  According to the final report of the OA Cooperative study, “the vast majority of the 

research libraries surveyed were prepared to explore the setting up of an open access 

cooperative with publishers that would initially be based on providing a subscription-equivalent 

level of support for the journals converting to open access, the journal editors and publishers 

were not nearly as inclined or prepared to consider such an strategy.” 

Examples 

Coalition Publi.ca https://www.coalition-publi.ca/ and the Partnership for Open Access 

http://partnership.erudit.org/  

Open Library of the Humanities https://www.openlibhums.org/  

SCOAP3  https://scoap3.org/what-is-scoap3/  

Scholar-led  

In recent years, there has been a more vocal call for the establishment of scholar-led publishing 

initiatives, perhaps spurred by the frustration with the APC based model, and the lack of a 

dominant easily-identifiable alternative. As these calls tend to be expressed in an already 

fractured landscape, it is difficult to paint a cohesive picture of what this could look like. But two 

emergent themes are worth noting: (1) the adoption of technologies and modes of scholarly 

communication long established in certain disciplines by others and (2) a call for “radical open 

access cooperatives” that recognize strength in diversity and in numbers. 

 

(1) Overlay journals are an excellent example of the first theme. Discrete Analysis is an arXiv 

overlay journal whereby authors submit links to arXiv pre-prints, the submissions are refereed, 

and the editors decide which papers are published free of charge for readers and authors. Wth 

the proliferation of discipline-specific preprint servers (SocArXiv, ChemArXiv, etc.), other 

disciplines have adopted this approach. However, this seemingly new approach would find 

echos within the practices of the Law community, long accustomed to sharing their research on 

SSRN and then finding greater exposure through Legal Scholarship Networks and Table of 

Contents alerts curated by experts in the field.  

 

(2) The Radical Open Access Cooperative (ROAC) is a community of scholar-led, not-for-profit 

presses, journals and other open access projects that typifies another approach to open access 

publishing. They promote a vision for open access based on mutual alliances between presses 

and projects seeking to offer an alternative to commercial and legacy models of publishing with 

http://oa-cooperative.org/about.html
https://www.coalition-publi.ca/
http://partnership.erudit.org/
https://www.openlibhums.org/
https://scoap3.org/what-is-scoap3/


a “focus on experimentation with new forms of publishing and authorship; the promotion of 

traditionally underrepresented cultures, languages, and publics; and an understanding of 

publishing as a relational practice, highlighting and caring for the relationships involved 

throughout the process.” Part of the reasoning behind the cooperative is that in the long term it 

will be better to stimulate diversity and support the existence of a plurality of small OA initiatives 

rather than aim for one single model. The Open Humanities Press is an example of one of the 

50 members of the ROAC whose economic model is a combination of grant funding, support 

from Library Publishers and institutional resources available to individual scholars for publishing 

experiments. 

Examples 

Discrete Analysis https://discreteanalysisjournal.com/  

The Idealis https://theidealis.org/  

Open Humanities Press http://www.openhumanitiespress.org/  

ROAC http://radicaloa.disruptivemedia.org.uk/  

Library as Publisher 

The Library Publishing Coalition lists over 80 members across North America who support open 

access journal publishing from within academic libraries. These publishing outfits support the 

academic and research mission of universities by providing journal publishing infrastructure and 

support as well as education on best practices in dissemination and for their local faculty and 

students as well as communities and associations affiliated with their institutions. Some larger 

library publishers such as University of Minnesota and Michigan Publishing publish a wider 

range of journals than those affiliated with their faculty and provide publishing services and 

suites comparable to commercial publishers. Some of these also include their University Press 

as part of the publishing unit in the Library.  

 

https://librarypublishing.org/ 

Grant or Research Funder supported 

Some granting agencies are establishing their own publishing infrastructure in order to 

disseminate the research they fund without going through commercial or other publishers. 

Wellcome Trust is an example of this type of initiative. https://wellcome.ac.uk/what-we-do/our-

work/open-research 

https://discreteanalysisjournal.com/
https://theidealis.org/
http://www.openhumanitiespress.org/
http://radicaloa.disruptivemedia.org.uk/
https://librarypublishing.org/
https://wellcome.ac.uk/what-we-do/our-work/open-research
https://wellcome.ac.uk/what-we-do/our-work/open-research

