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Since journals started to be delivered over the internet 
there have been extensive discussions about the principle 
of charging for access. During the past few years the 
discussions have reached new levels, with support from 
governments and funding institutions for making research 
articles free to view. The debates have become increasingly 
complicated by two questions:
1. Where should the research article be free to view – on 

the journal website, or in an online repository?
2. What can the user do with the research article (other 

than simply read and cite it)?

This chapter will provide a brief background to the 
current debates and also pose the questions that editors 
need to answer if they are to ensure that their journals 
comply with international strictures and expectations.

The original definitions of open access
The principle of open access (OA) was defined by three 
agreements back in the early 2000s. The Bethesda, Budapest 
and Berlin agreements all stated the principle of free access, 
but also raised the importance of ensuring that materials 
would be securely archived, and made available for reuse 
without barriers. 

Today these debates have been redefined to emphasise 
that articles should be available on three conditions:
•	 no payment for readers – free access;
•	 ability to reuse the content to create and build on 

research information to develop new knowledge;
•	 availability of a permanent archival copy.

The rationale for these criteria is that the ability to read 
articles without being able to reuse the content is considered 
insufficient for the continued development of knowledge. 
In particular, there are calls to allow unrestricted data 
mining and the use of content in the creation of new works 
(with the caveat that all reuse is fully credited to the original 
authors and the original publication).

There are many journals around the world that publish 
freely – i.e. without a payment required for accessing the 
content. The Directory of Open Access Journals (DOAJ) 
presents an index of OA journals and criteria for inclusion 
within their listings, see http://www.doaj.org/.

Open access journals and business models
Many journals make their content freely available, and are 
funded either through their parent institution, or through 
Article Publication Charges (APCs). For example, the 
PLOS Journals were launched as fully OA journals, and 
are financially sustainable because of publication fees. 

6.6: Open access journals – it’s not all about free
Pippa Smart
Publishing Consultant, 3 Park Lane, Appleton, UK: pippa.smart@gmail.com

This fee is payable for any article that has been accepted 
for publication (and not by those that submit and are then 
rejected). The level of the fee has been set at what is required 
to manage the journal, and this fee can vary greatly. For 
example, the BioMed Central list of charges shows, for each 
of their journals, APCs between US$620 and US$2285 
(http://www.biomedcentral.com/about/apcfaq/howmuch). 
Note that it is assumed that the author will rarely have to 
pay the APC personally, and will be supported by his or her 
institution. Also, several publishers who require APCs may 
make an agreement with a particular institution whereby 
the institution pays an annual fee in return for which 
any author from that institution is either not charged, or 
charged a reduced-rate APC.

The majority of (ethical) journals that charge APCs will 
waive them for authors who cannot pay – either because 
they have no available grant funding or because they come 
from a developing country where funds are not available 
from their institutions. This means, of course, that a journal 
using this business model cannot survive if the majority 
of its APCs are waived. One important consideration 
for editors is the potential of bias towards authors and 
institutions that are able to pay the publication fees. Most 
ethical journals will manage the payment system separately 
from the editorial office, so that editors cannot be accused 
of preference for fee-paying articles.

There is also some concern that implementation of 
APCs can lead to ‘predatory’ publishers – taking advantage 
of an author’s need to publish by providing poor services 
and limited quality control, but publishing where an author 
is able to pay (also called vanity publishing). The number of 
such publishers has apparently proliferated during the past 
few years; one librarian retains a blog (Beall’s list) in which 
he names those publishers that are believed to operate such 
unethical publishing practices (see http://scholarlyoa.com/
publishers/). However, there is equal concern that ethical 
publishers are included in this list due to naivety in the way 
they operate or present their publications. 

In another model, some journals that were subscription-
only now offer individual articles the option to be published 
OA, with an APC. These journals are called ‘Hybrid’ because 
some (or most) of the articles must be purchased by the 
subscriber, while others are free for anyone to view. See, 
for example, the Wiley ‘Online Open’ explanation: http://
olabout.wiley.com/WileyCDA/Section/id-406241.html

Take-up of the OA option in these journals varies 
according to the discipline and the availability of funding 
to pay the APC being charged by the journal. In principle, 
the publisher will reduce the subscription price according 
to the amount of OA material being published; however, in 
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some journals the take-up is so low that it has made little 
difference to the price being charged for subscription. The 
theory is that as more authors take up the option for OA, 
the journals will undergo transition from a subscription 
sales model to an APC publishing model. 

One other aspect to consider with regard to managing an 
OA versus a closed-access journal is the cost of running the 
journal. There are no definitive statistics that say whether it 
is cheaper or more expensive to be closed or open; this is 
because the business costs vary so much between different 
journals. For example, one journal may employ several 
staff, whereas another relies entirely on volunteers, and 
yet another may use university staff whose time is charged 
to other departments. One clear saving is in the cost of 
managing sales staff who manage subscriptions; however, 
this may be replaced by staff managing APCs. There may be 
some savings in managing website access in an OA journal, 
but the management of the website in its entirety should 
not differ. A report estimated that if Elsevier changed to full 
OA it would save 12-14% on costs1 but Elsevier is hardly 
representative of most publishers!

Repositories
Academic and research institutions invest heavily 
in research – employing academics and researchers, 
and funding projects, experiments and development 
programmes. There has been increasing concern that the 
outputs from their investment would then be unavailable 
to the funder without requiring additional payment. Not 
only does this appear grossly unreasonable, but many (if 
not most) of the institutions and funders believe that the 
outputs from their support should be made freely available 
worldwide as part of their organization’s mission.

To further their own access to content that they have 
supported, many institutions have established digital 
repositories to capture the intellectual output of the 
organization. In the early days, these predominantly 
included grey literature such as working papers, theses, 
dissertations and the like. More recently, however, the 
institutions have been more concerned about capturing the 
publications that their employees and grantees generate. To 
this end, many institutions have mandated (or established a 
requirement) that all employees and grantees deposit their 
published works in the institutional repository.

In addition to these institutional repositories, there are 
some disciplinary ones that are centrally managed and 
encourage authors from anywhere in the world to deposit 
their materials in them. In the physics environment, ArXiv.
org has been in operation for over 15 years, and in the life 
sciences, PubMed Central, which is run by the US National 
Institutes of Health was launched in 2000. Each of these 
larger repositories has their own rules regarding acceptable 
content. For example, ArXiv.org encourages anyone to 
upload their content and leaves it to the community to 
comment and evaluate. However, PubMed Central (or 
PMC as it is now to be known) will only accept content 
that it deems to be of sufficient quality – either through 
evaluation of the journals that wish to deposit their content 
on PMC, or because the article is a research output that has 

been supported by one of the identified grant funders (see 
below).

The position of major funders
Most of the major funders have, in the past few years, 
introduced requirements whereby the funded researchers 
are required to make their work public – free to access and 
free to read. Most of the funders that make this requirement 
ask that copies of articles are either made freely available on 
the journal website, or in a repository.

For example, the Wellcome Trust policy states that it:
•	 requires electronic copies of any research papers that have 

been accepted for publication in a peer-reviewed journal, 
and are supported in whole or in part by Wellcome Trust 
funding, to be made available through PubMed Central 
(PMC) and Europe PubMed Central (Europe PMC) as 
soon as possible and in any event within six months of 
the journal publisher’s official date of final publication;

•	 will provide grantholders with additional funding, 
through their institutions, to cover open access charges, 
where appropriate, in order to meet the Trust’s 
requirements;

•	 encourages - and where it pays an open access fee, 
requires - authors and publishers to license research 
papers so they may be freely copied and re-used (for 
example, for text- and data-mining purposes), provided 
that such uses are fully attributed.

For the full text of Wellcome Trust’s policy, see the 
website: http://www.wellcome.ac.uk/About-us/Policy/
Policy-and-position-statements/WTD002766.htm

Individual universities also often have similar 
requirements – stipulating that their academics and funded 
researchers make their output available in the institutional 
repository.

For example, the policy of Trinity College, Dublin states 
that:
•	 to assist the university in providing Open Access to all 

scholarly papers published by its members of staff and 
research students, each staff member and research 
student will provide, immediately upon acceptance for 
publication, an electronic copy of the final peer-reviewed 
draft of each article at no charge to the appropriate 
representative of the Provost’s Office in an appropriate 
format (such as PDF).

At the time of writing there were almost 270 mandates 
recorded on the Registry of Open Access Repositories 
Mandatory Archiving Policies (http://roarmap.eprints.org/). 

The variable items of note within these mandates include:
•	 when the article must be made available;
•	 where the article must be made available;
•	 what version of the article must be made available (see 

below).

Most of the mandates allow for an ‘embargo period’. This 
is an amount of time between the publication of the article 
within a journal and when it is made freely available in a 
repository. The reason for this is to allow the publisher of 

the journal to make sales of the initial publication before 
it becomes freely available. The embargo periods were 
originally set at about two years, but have gradually been 
reduced and now stand commonly at six months. 

Most of the mandates also stipulate where the article 
must be made available. For institutional mandates, this is 
usually the institutional repository. For the larger funder 
mandates, it is usually one of the large discipline-specific 
repositories, such as PubMed Central, or RePEc (Research 
Papers in Economics). 

Some of the funder mandates will pay for OA journal 
publishing – providing funds to pay for the article 
publication fees. For example, any Wellcome Trust funded 
researcher who publishes in PLOS Medicine, will have the 
APC (US$2900) paid directly by Wellcome Trust. Several 
university libraries are now developing publication funds 
to pay for their researchers to publish in journals that 
charge APCs. 

It is worth mentioning here the UK Finch report that 
was produced in 2012. This was a government investigation 
into OA, with a mandate to investigate how to improve 
access to research, especially publicly-funded research (see: 
http://www.researchinfonet.org/publish/finch/). The full 
recommendations can be accessed online, but, in general, 
the investigation supports the publication of journals. It 
also acknowledges that they require funding to exist and 
that this should be provided if we are to move to a more OA 
environment. One outcome from this report was a decision 
by the UK research councils (RCUK) to mandate for OA 
and to agree to fund the publication charges associated with 
it. However, the report has not been willingly accepted in all 
areas and at the time of writing led to further government 
investigations. In particular, there has been considerable 
concern from researchers the humanities and social 
sciences, who feel that the report and ensuing mandates 
do not recognize the economic differences between the life 
science publishing environment and theirs.

Moving aside from the politics surrounding some of 
the funding mandates, another issue to consider is which 
version is to be made publicly available. Many of the 
mandates only require the ‘accepted article’ to be placed in 
a repository: this is the version after peer review, but before 
copyediting and design. Although this version should be 
fairly close to the final version of record, that is, what is 
published in the journal, there can sometimes be important 
changes – including a change of title, authorship, and 
correction of major errors in the article that were missed 
during peer review. Some other mandates require a copy 
of the published article to be deposited in a repository as 
well as being available on the publisher website within 
the journal. One outcome of this is that a reader may find 
multiple versions of an article available; furthermore, it is 
not always clear how close the available version is to the 
version of record.

At issue for editors here is (1) their willingness to allow 
a version of the published article to be made available 
on a repository, (2) whether they are willing to accept 
a submission where an early draft can be found already-

available on a repository, and (3) which version of the article 
they will allow for posting in a repository after publication. 

The effect on citation
There are some arguments that open access articles will 
be more highly cited. It is certainly true that OA articles 
are – on average – accessed and downloaded more than 
closed access articles.2 Therefore it seems intuitive to think 
that they will be more highly cited. However, this has not 
been proven, and probably never can be. A large number of 
downloads will not necessarily lead to a high citation rate.  
It is the value of the article to the reader that determines 
whether it will be cited, and OA availability cannot change 
this. 

The deposit of the accepted version of the article, and 
the proliferation of versions that this causes can also dilute 
the citations. For example, if a reader accesses a repository 
version and wishes to cite it, the journal will lose the credit. 
Equally problematic is when the accepted version on a 
repository is accessed and read, even though the citation 
to the published version is considered  the ‘authoritative 
version’. However, if there is no difference between them, 
there is no problem.

The rights of users: the licence
As mentioned at the start of this chapter, merely making the 
research articles available for free is no longer considered 
fully open access. Increasingly, advocates insist that for full 
OA compliance, the contents of the article should be made 
available for reuse without requiring specific permission 
from the author or the copyright holder. Conventionally, 
if someone wanted to reprint an article (for more than 
personal use), or re-publish a graph from another article, 
for example, they need to request permission to do this 
from the copyright holder. The copyright holder is the 
author in the first instance, but on publication, copyright 
is usually transferred to the journal publisher (but see the 
chapter on copyright, Chapter 6.7).

The process of requesting permission can be arduous, 
and then, it may not be granted or a charge may be levied 
for the use of the content. The need to ask permission is 
considered alien to the principle of OA, which states that 
research must be free to be reused to further the progress 
of knowledge. Therefore for an article to be ‘truly OA’, it is 
generally accepted that it must be published with a licence 
that allows readers to reuse the content without requiring 
permission.

The most widely used terms and conditions are those 
of the Creative Commons (www.creativecommons.org). 
This is a non-profit initiative that was established to create 
international licences that can be used by all publishers (as 
well as other areas of the creative industries). They provide 
free licences that can be downloaded and integrated into a 
journal website. The benefit of these licences is that they are 
intuitive and easy for readers to recognize and comply with. 
The disadvantage is that they are fairly generic and do not 
allow for optional permissions restrictions or allowances 
the publisher may wish to introduce.



6.6: Open access journals – it’s not all about free

4 Science Editors’ Handbook

To select one of their licences, the publisher makes 
selections from the options menu from which a licence 
is generated. The three main questions that need to be 
answered:
•	 What is the country of publication (for the legal parts)?
•	 Is the work available for commercial use (or only for 

non-commercial use)?
•	 Can the work be used to create derivative products?

From this, the following licences are generated:
•	 CC ND – only non-derivative uses can be made of the 

article (but commercial works are allowed);
•	 CC NC – only non-commercial uses can be made of 

the article (but derivative works are allowed);
•	 CC ND NC – neither commercial nor derivative uses 

can be made of the article;
•	 CC BY – any use of the article can be made, including 

commercial or derivative works.

One important point is that all of these licences stipulate 
that full attribution must be made to the original article, 
ensuring that the original work will not be plagiarised 
when it is reused. (For a further discussion of this topic see 
Chapter 6.7 about copyright and plagiarism.)

For the advocates of OA only the CC BY licence is 
considered an acceptable licence. There are also pragmatic 
reasons for selecting this licence. For example, if a figure is 
reused within another article, this constitutes a derivative 
work; however, within the context of OA this would be 
considered completely acceptable. Likewise, to use an 
article (or parts of it) in a training course would almost 
certainly constitute a commercial use if the students had 
paid to attend the course, or if the tutor was being paid. 

The ‘HowOpenIsIt’ guide, developed by PLOS, SPARC 
and OASPA, can provide useful guidance on the different 
‘flavours’ of OA. It is available in English, Spanish and Chinese 
(see: http://www.plos.org/about/open-access/howopenisit/).

Gold, green and libre OA
Since these three terms are used extensively, it is important 
to know what they mean. All three terms refer to either 
journals or mandates. 

When they refer to journals:
•	 gold means that the journal makes its articles available 

OA under a CC BY licence;
•	 green means that the journal allows authors to deposit 

their article(s) within a repository (but ‘green’ does not 
stipulate any licence terms as they are understood by 
‘gold’);

•	 libre means that the journal makes its articles available 
free of charge, but under a licence that is more 
restrictive than CC BY.

These terms can be used in combination: for example, a 
journal can be both gold and green. But it cannot be libre 
and gold.

When they refer to mandates:
•	 gold means that the funder endorses publishing in 

Gold journals;

•	 green means that the authors may publish in a closed-
access journal, but must make their article(s) available 
within a repository (and again the licence terms may 
be negotiable);

•	 (libre is not used in this context.)

Summary
This article has only skimmed the surface of the ongoing 
debates about open access, but open access is gaining 
support throughout the research and funding environment 
– including governments (see the UK Research Councils 
mandate) and cross-regional settings (see the EU 
announcement). It is important that editors remain aware 
of the debates, and consider the best publishing model for 
their journal – whether open, closed or hybrid – and what 
licence they should be using for their content.

References
1 Aspesi, C., Rosso, A. and Wielechowski R. Reed Elsevier: Transitioning 

to Open Access - Are the Cost Savings Sufficient to Protect Margins? 
Bernstein Research, November 2012.  http://www.richardpoynder.
co.uk/OAcosts.pdf (accessed 10 August 2013).

2 Moed H. Does open access publishing increase citation or download 
rates? Research Trends May 2012; 28. http://www.researchtrends.com/
issue28-may-2012/does-open-access-publishing-increase-citation-
ordownload-rates/ (accessed 10 August 2013).


