


1. The global cost of scholarly communications
As fi gure 1 shows the total global cost of scholarly 
communications is nearly £175bn each year. By far the 
largest part (£116bn) of that sum consists of the costs of 
doing the research itself, and writing articles on the fi ndings. 
The next largest element represents the costs of the time 
researchers and others spend in searching for, browsing, and 
printing out the articles (£16bn), and reading them (£34bn).

Publishing and distributing the articles, and providing access 
to them through libraries, are, of course, the pivotal links 
in the chain. But by comparison the costs are much more 
modest, at £6.4bn and £2.1bn respectively. Within those 
fi gures, the largest single element in the cost of publishing 
articles is the hidden cost of time spent by researchers in 
the peer review of all articles submitted for publication, at 
£1.9bn.

2. How is the cost of publication and distribution 
funded globally?
  Over half (52%) of the £6.4bn costs of publishing and 
distribution are met by academic libraries in the form of 
subscriptions (see fi gure two). The second largest contribution 
(29%) comes from researchers in undertaking peer review. In 
total, subscriptions from academic and other libraries, plus 
the contributions of peer reviewers, meet well over 90% of 
the costs associated with publishing and distributing scholarly 
journal articles. Funding from advertising revenues, and 
from individual memberships and subscriptions, is trivial by 
comparison.

Figure 2: Global funding sources for journal article 
publishing and distribution 
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3. The UK’s contribution to the global costs of 
publication and distribution
  UK researchers are among the most productive and 
successful in the world. They constitute only 3.3% of the 
global research community, but produce some 6.6% of all 
the articles produced each year. Overall, the UK contributes 
some £336m each year, or 5.2%, towards the global costs of 
publishing and distribution. Most of that sum (£258m) comes 
from academic institutions in the form of subscriptions and 
the contribution of 8.7% that UK researchers make to the 
global costs of peer review.  
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Figure 1: Overview of the cash and non-cash costs in the global scholarly communications system

52%

Academic 
subscriptions 

Researchers, 
Peer Review

Other 
subscriptions
 
Advertising
 
Author-side 
payment
  
Membership 
fees & 
individual 
subscriptions 

29%

11%

2%2%3%

44671 RIN Briefing.indd   244671 RIN Briefing.indd   2 14/11/08   13:10:0714/11/08   13:10:07



4. Access and usage costs in the UK
  Access and usage costs are shared between libraries and 
researchers. UK libraries spend, in addition to subscription 
fees, about £72m a year in providing access to peer-reviewed 
journals. Much larger costs (£542m) are incurred by 
researchers in the time that they spend in locating, browsing, 
downloading and printing articles. To that fi gure may be 
added an estimated £1.1bn cost for the time that researchers 
spend in reading articles relevant to their work. 

5. The future of the scholarly communications 
process?
The report also analyses the impact of some possible changes 
to the scholarly communications system:

a. Electronic-only publication
   Most journals are currently published both in electronic 

and print formats. If 90% of journals were published 
only electronically, there would be signifi cant savings to 
publishers and libraries.

■ The global impact: The global cost of publishing, 
distributing and providing access to journal articles 
would fall by £1bn. The costs of publishing and 
distributing journals would fall by £318m (5%); and 
libraries’ costs in providing access to them would fall 
even more, by £758m (36%). 

■ The UK impact: UK libraries would save £26m in the 
costs of storing and providing access to journals. They 
would also see a reduction of about £4m in subscription 
costs, but this would be offset by an increase of £5m in 
VAT expenditure.   

b. Author-side payments for open access
   Open access publishing is becoming an increasingly 

signifi cant part of the scholarly communications 
landscape. Under this system articles are made 
available free of charge to all readers immediately upon 
publication and publishers’ costs are typically met 
by charging a fee to authors. If 90% of articles were 
published this way, the report indicates that there would 
be further signifi cant cost savings.

■ The global impact: The global costs of publication, 
distribution and access would fall by £560m, on top 
of the savings arising from a move to electronic-only 
publishing. However, the costs and benefi ts of the 
change would be unevenly distributed. Research-
intensive institutions would pay more in author-side 
payments than they do currently for subscription fees, 
whereas other institutions, particularly those outside the 
academic sector, would see signifi cant reductions in 
their expenditure. 

■ The UK impact: In the UK academic libraries would 
save about £128m in subscription and other costs. 
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The savings to libraries, however, would be offset by 
a rise in UK institutions’ contributions to author-side 
payments. As a result, the UK’s contribution to the 
global costs of publishing and distribution would rise 
from £336m (5.2%) to around £400m (7%). Moreover, 
the costs to research-intensive institutions in the UK 
whose staff publish large numbers of articles would be 
considerable.

c. Cash payments for peer review
   The costs of peer review are largely hidden, as currently 

researchers very rarely receive payment for undertaking 
this essential task. If publishers were to pay in cash 
for the cost of researchers’ time spent in doing peer 
review, there would be a signifi cant transfer of funds to 
academics, or to their employers.

■ The global impact: A cash transfer covering our 
estimate of the costs of peer review would amount to 
£1.9bn globally. Publishers’ costs would also therefore 
rise, with the average break-even price of a major 
discipline journal rising by about 43%.  

■ The UK impact: Subscription costs for libraries in the UK 
would rise by nearly £53m, an increase of 40%. These 
additional costs could be offset by research institutions 
only if they could capture at least a proportion of the 
cash payments made to their staff for peer review.  

d. Increase in research funding
■ Recent years have seen signifi cant real-term increases 

globally in investment in research, and related increases 
in the output of journal articles. A continuation of 
this trend at current rates over the next ten years will 
result in a substantial rise in the costs of scholarly 
communications in real terms.

■ The global impact: The number of articles will rise by 
28%, along with an increase of 11% in the number 
of journal titles. This would cause publishing and 
distribution costs to rise by £1.6bn, with the main 
burden falling on peer reviewers, whose contribution 
would rise by £531m, and by academic libraries, whose 
subscription costs would rise by £817m. But the costs 
to researchers and others for the time they will spend, 
in the absence of other changes, in searching for, 
gaining access to and downloading articles would rise 
much more, by £4.6bn. 

■ The UK impact: The costs for UK academic libraries in 
subscriptions and providing access to journal articles 
will rise by £38m (20%) in real terms. This increase 
is small in comparison, however, compared with the 
costs of the additional time that UK researchers will 
spend in browsing, searching for, gaining access to and 
downloading articles, which will increase by £150m.  
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More information
The RIN will be facilitating the debate of the issues raised 
by this report. If you have any questions or would like to be 
involved in our dissemination and promotion programme, 
please contact Branwen Hide, Liaison and Partnerships 
Offi cer, email branwen.hide@rin.ac.uk or telephone  
020 7412 7759.

The RIN commissioned this study in conjunction with the 
Publishing Research Consortium (PRC), Research Libraries UK 
(RLUK) and the Society of College, National and University 
Libraries (SCONUL), and was undertaken by Cambridge 
Economic Policy Associates.
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