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Costs of Open Access Journals 

Open access journals and articles have been in-
creasing yearly, and it was reported that articles 
published in open access journals are estimated to 
have accounted for 7.7% of the total number of arti-
cles published in all peer reviewed journals in 2009.  
Open access journals have the business model un-
der which authors bear publishing costs that read-
ers have shouldered previously as subscription 
costs.  Regarding these cost burdens, in many 
cases, attention focuses on the Article Processing 
Charge (APC) paid by authors.  But there are ac-
tually multiple sources of revenue for publishers, 
including membership fees, advertising, sponsor-
ships and subscription fees for publications in book 
form.  The composition of these revenue sources 
appears to be different depending on the size of 
publishers. 

Few authors individually pay the APC, and in a 
growing number of cases, the institutions that au-
thors are affiliated with and funding agencies pay 
the APC for them.  Such support by affiliated in-

stitutions and funding agencies is expected to en-
courage authors to submit articles to open access 
journals and promote competition with journals 
with the subscription fee model.  Among good ex-
amples of the mechanism of support by affiliated 
institutions is the Compact for Open-Access Pub-
lishing Equity (COPE), for which a total of 16 insti-
tutions, mainly Harvard University and other uni-
versities in North America, have currently signed 
up.  The institutional membership system is also 
being developed to allow researchers belonging to 
member institutions to submit their articles with-
out having to pay the APC individually.  Further-
more, as an example of open access journal funded 
by the research institution itself, we can cite the 
Science and Technology of Advanced Materials 
journal of the National Institute for Materials Sci-
ence (NIMS).  As another form of the mechanism 
of institutional support for open access, there is the 
initiative called SCOAP3, designed to help put ex-
isting journals on the course of open access by real-
locating funds previously earmarked for subscrip-
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tion fees to cover open access publishing costs. 
When researchers of developing countries cannot 

afford to pay the APC, they may be exempt from 
APC payments.  In this case, publishers may be 
deemed to bear publishing costs, but needless to say, 
publishers are being compensated in some way or 
other.  It is also reported that there are gaps in the 
APC support structure depending on research dis-
ciplines or countries of researchers. 

 
APC Comparison 

The APC is an abbreviation for the Article Proc-
essing Charge, which may sometimes be referred to 
as Article Processing Fees.  This has existed all 
along, but the charge we discuss here is the pub-
lishing cost an author pays when he/she submits an 
article to an open access journal and the journal 
decides to publish his/her article.  

For comparison of amounts of APCs, a survey us-
ing 2010 data was conducted with respect to jour-
nals covered by DOAJ, the Directory of Open Access 
Journals (Figure 1).  Though amounts for APCs 
widely range, the average is reported to be $906 
calculated over journals.  Such attributes as the 
size of publishers, country, type and research disci-
pline are also related to APC amounts, with com-
mercial publishers requiring higher APC amounts 
than academic societies and university publishing 
houses.  This survey covers fully open access jour-
nals published by publishers of a great variety of 
types. 

Meanwhile, a comparison of the APC set by lead-
ing major publishers (Figure 2) shows that those 
journals that receive a large number of articles 
submitted and have extremely high publication 
processing costs also establish APCs at high levels.  
Additionally, it also shows that even within the 
same publishers, the APC of hybrid-type open ac-
cess journals, which are basically subscription 

journals but provide an optional open access for 
each article, has a tendency to be set at levels 
higher than that of fully open access journals.  

Then, how are APCs calculated?  Conceptually, 
publication processing costs are calculated on the 
basis of the number of articles submitted to, and 
the number of articles published by, a given pub-
lisher.  Though calculation methods vary among 
publishers, examples of the calculation of each spe-
cific item of production costs are presented (Figure 
3-4).  However, I would like to remind you that 
there are also other costs such as personnel costs 
that cannot be computed for each article. 

As publications of articles by APC payments are 
expected to keep increasing going forward, univer-
sities and research institutions, which are called 
upon to use limited resources to meet payments of 
conventional subscription fees and at the same time 
support APC payments, may find it difficult to con-
tinue to provide necessary funds unless journal 
subscriptions are canceled in parallel.  Also, an 
increase in small-lot transactions for each single 
article would mean an increased burden from the 
standpoint of publishers, some publishers want 
universities and other institutions to bring in arti-
cles by authors under their aegis in a package. 

 
Open Access Mega Journal 

With the continuing increase in open access jour-
nals, mega journals with characteristics completely 
different from those of conventional journals are 
emerging.  They are called open access mega jour-
nals, the theme of this seminar.  Open access mega 
journals publish an extremely large number of arti-
cles and accept articles from a wide range of re-
search disciplines, unlike conventional journals 
specializing in segmentalized disciplines of re-
search.  While the peer-review process for conven-
tional journals involves the importance and impact 

(Figure 2) 
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Publisher　*=Hybrid OA APC　 Publisher　*=Hybrid OA APC　

BMC Standard
$1,940

PLoS $1,350-2,900

APS * $1,700-2,700 Royal Society EXiS Open 
Choice *

$2,380

APS “Physical Review X” $1,500 Royal Society “Open 
Biology”

$1,932

BMJ Unlocked * $2,220-3,145 SAGE Choice * $3,000

BMJ “BMJ Open” $1,900 “SAGE Open” $695

Elsevier * $3,000-5,000 Springer Open Choice * $3,000

Hindawi $400-1,500 SpringerOpen $665-$1,996
NPG * $2,500-3,900 Taylor & Francis Open 

Select *
$3,250

Nature “Nature 
Communications” *

$5,000 Taylor & Francis Open To be 
determined

Nature “Scientific Reports” $1,350 Wiley-Blackwell 
OnlineOpen *

Standard
$3,000

Oxford Open * Standard
$3,000

Wiley Open Access $1,850-3,000
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of articles as the criteria for judgment on publica-
tions and requires a considerable amount of time 
before publication due to multiple exchanges with 
authors and other factors, open access mega jour-
nals, in most cases, only involve light peer-review 
for publication.  In other words, open access mega 
journals adopt the stance that articles that are sci-
entifically accurate are worth publishing.  One of 
their characteristics is to allow the prompt and effi-
cient publication of articles through the on-line 
peer-review system with the simplified judgment 
process.  Various publishers are publishing open 
access mega journals one after another (Figure 5). 

 
Cascade Peer-Review 

One of things that support the business model of 
open access mega journals is the phased peer-
review, called the cascade (or cascading) peer-
review (Figure 6).  The Nature Publishing Group 
allows an article rejected by one journal to be sub-
mitted to another journal of the same publisher, 
and in this transfer, it also allows the second jour-
nal to take over a peer-review report of the first 

journal.  This procedure permits an economical 
and efficient cycle of article submission and peer-
review without having to go through the whole 
peer-review process anew from scratch, saving 
much time for both authors and peer-reviewers 
(Figure 7). 

In the BMC Series, it is recommended that arti-
cles not adopted for publication by journals with 
the high rejection rate be published in somewhat 
lower-grade journals as long as such articles are 
judged to be scientifically reliable and worth pub-
lishing (Figure 8).  As rejected articles also require 
peer-review costs, top journals with the receipt of 
many submissions and the high rejection rate have 
high costs accordingly.  By having receptacle jour-
nals for rejected articles, however, a publisher can 
collect articles of certain quality for receptacle 
journals efficiently and at low cost while maintain-
ing the quality of top journals, putting in place a 
mechanism that makes the publisher as a whole 
profitable.  As there are actually some cases where 
authors are advised to publish their articles in 
higher-graded journals, this is not necessarily the 

(Figure 4) 
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(Figure 5) 

Ｏpen Ａccess Ｍega-Ｊournals

Following the success of PLoS ONE（2006-）, other publishers also 
entered the OAMJ market.

ex.) BMJ Open
SAGE Open
Scientific Reports (NPG)
G3 (Genetics Society of America)
Biology Open (Company of Biologists)
Open Biology (Royal Society)*
Cell Reports (Cell Press)*
Chemistry Open (Wiley)
SpringerPlus  etc...

*Value judgment contained in the peer-
review criteria
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(Figure 6) 

Cascade Peer-Review

• Peer-review cost and the acceptance rate of articles
　Scholarly journals in the STM field: Average about 50%
　Top journals: -10%
　→Many of rejected articles flow out

　　→Re-submission/Re-peer-review
　Waste of time and money

• Rejection≠Poor-grade articles
　In many cases, they just do not conform to the scope 

of journals
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(Figure 3) 
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receptacle mechanism only for articles given low 
grades.  But we can assume that it is mainly the 
mechanism for top-to-down flows.  

Comparison of the acceptance rate of journals of 
the same publisher demonstrates the obvious gaps 
among them (Figure 9).  Let me add that the cas-
cade peer-review is being undertaken between mul-
tiple publishers (Figure 10). 

 
Coexistence of Business Models 

How are the business models of open access jour-
nals and mega journals going to affect conventional 
scholarly journals?  Are all of existing journals 
going to convert them into open access journals?  I 
do not think that will be the case.  Nature Publish-
ing Group, for example, says that it is going to al-
low the coexistence of different business models 
that correspond to different conditions and that no 
single business model would conform to all differ-
ent conditions (Figure 11).  More specifically, the 
Group points out that the conventional subscription 
fee model where costs are spread over a large num-
ber of readers is more desirable for top journals 

with large circulations and higher costs per article, 
such as Nature, while the open access model that 
requires authors to bear affordable publishing costs 
is more suitable for journals that have much 
smaller subscriptions but lower costs. 

Major publishers are entering the open access 
market one after another.  Instead of converting 
existing journals into fully open access journals, 
however, they tend to launch new fully open access 
journals while introducing hybrid-type open access 
for existing journals (Figure 12).  From the stand-
point of researchers, the publication of open access 
journals by familiar publishers is expected to lower 
the barriers further and lead to the growing num-
ber of cases where articles that fail to find their 
way into publication by top journals are published 
in the receptacle mega journals.  Publishers are 
also expected to be drawn into competition to at-
tract researchers to their respective open access 
journals. 

 
The Future of Open Access Publishing 

There are several issues for discussion regarding 

(Figure 7) 

Cascade Peer-Review
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ex.) Nature Publishing Group Article transfer service
(http://www.natureasia.com/japan/srep/faq/about.php)
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Cascade Peer-Review
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http://riv er-v alley .tv /media/conf erences/coasp-2011/0204-Matt-Cockerill/

ex.) The BMC Series from BioMed Central
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(Figure 9) 

Cascade Peer-Review

ex.) BMJ(British Medical Journal)
　　　The acceptance rate by journal

　　　　BMJ (top journals): -7%
　　　　Other journals: -10%
　　　　BMJ Open (OAMJ): 55-60%
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(Figure 10) 

Cascade Peer-Review
The Neuroscience Peer Review 
Consortium（NPRC）

　Peer-review consortium for
journals in the
neuroscience field

　Reutilize peer-review
results of articles rejected
by journals of other 
publishers

10

IF(2010 ) Value

Highest 14.191
Lowest 0.818
Median 3.833
※Yet to be given to 

one journal　

Publis her No.of journals
ELSEVIER 6
ELSEVIER (ACADEMIC PRESS) 5
WILEY-BLACKWELL 5
INFORMA 3
PERGAMON - ELSEVIER 3
SPRINGER 3
BIOMED CENTRAL * 2
IOS PRESS 2
AMER PHYSIOLOGICAL SOC 1
AMER PSYCHOLOGICAL ASSOC 1
COLD SPRING HARBOR LAB PRESS 1
HINDAWI * 1
HUMANA PRESS 1
IMPERIAL COLLEGE PRESS 1
KARGER 1
LIPPINCOTT 1
NATURE PUBLISHING GROUP 1
PORTLAND PRESS * 1
SOC NEUROSCIENCE 1

Total of 40 journals, *=Fully open access journals
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the future of open access publishing.  The first of 
them is what the primary area of interest of re-
searchers is.  One survey found that researchers, 
in deciding which journals they should submit their 
articles to, give importance to such factors as the fit 
of their articles within the scope of journals, the 
quality of journals and the speed with which jour-
nals review and publish their articles.  Research-
ers are reported to display the particularly strong 
interest in the quality of journals. 

Then, the reputation of journals comes to an is-
sue.  Previously, the impact factor was often used 
as an indicator.  Open access journals and mega 
journals recently launched by major publishers one 
after another may get the impact factor two to 
three years down the road.  But the impact factor 
is just an indicator to measure the degree of impact 
in a particular discipline of research, and as such, 
is not of much significance for mega journals that 
cover a broad range of research disciplines.  Yet, it 
is true that the impact factor still enjoys the solid 
base of confidence.  For example, it is used as an 
indicator to evaluate research results by universi-
ties and other institutions, and some funding agen-
cies specify certain values for the impact of journals 
to which articles with their APC funding support 
are submitted.  Furthermore, as for open access 
journals provided with the impact factor, there is a 
clearly perceived tendency that the higher the 
value of the impact factor, the higher the APC is.  
Thus, we may be able to contend that there is a 
certain degree of relationship between APC levels 
and the quality and rating of open access journals. 

In order to maintain good quality in scholarly 
communication, we cannot ignore the issue of who 
should bear costs.  However, the method of evalu-
ating articles itself is undergoing change and 
greater importance is beginning to be given to the 
valuation of articles themselves rather than jour-

nals that publish them.  There are also changes 
occurring in the timing of evaluation of articles, in 
the form of post-publication evaluation, in where 
articles are evaluated, in the form of evaluation via 
social media, and in who evaluate articles, in the 
form of evaluation by anyone instead of a limited 
number of peer-reviewers.  Universities and other 
institutions in a position to evaluate researchers 
should take notice of these changes in the world of 
scholarly communication. 

Lastly, we have to address the issue of sustain-
ability.  There is a report that hybrid-type open 
access journals have yet to become significantly 
widespread, accounting for only about 2% of all 
published articles.  This is presumably because 
APCs still stands high at around $3,000 and the 
APC for hybrid-type journals is something like an 
option fee for open access and does not guarantee 
the publication of articles and as such does not pro-
vide much of an incentive for researchers.  Fur-
thermore, some argue that the APC for hybrid-type 
open access journals is tantamount to double dip-
ping and the preponderant view is that it is 
unlikely to hold good as the business model in the 
long run. 

On the other hand, the key to the popularization 
of the author pay model is where authors can bear 
the APC burden.  When publishing costs increase 
with rises in the numbers of open access journals 
and articles submitted to them, we are faced with 
the question of who will bear the increased costs 
and how.  There are also concerns that when all 
journals turn to the open access model, the shoul-
dering of costs may be concentrated on a small 
number of institutions with a large number of arti-
cles published or institutions with poor funding 
resources may find it difficult to respond to such a 
situation.  With the rise of open access journals, 
we need to deepen discussions on these issues. 

(Figure 11) 
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(Figure 12) 

Major Publishers’ Responses to
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