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Introduction

The increasing enthusiasm for open
access as a model for scholarly commu-
nication presents new challenges and

new opportunities for university presses.
From the founding of the first American uni-
versity presses in the late 19th century, the
purpose of the university press has always
been to assist the university in fulfilling its
noble mission ‘to advance knowledge, and to
diffuse it not merely among those who can
attend the daily lectures – but far and wide’,
in the famous words of President Daniel Coit
Gilman of The Johns Hopkins University.1
Academic leaders such as Gilman acknow-
ledged that, for most scholarly works, there
was insufficient commercial demand to sus-
tain a publishing operation on sales alone.
They therefore recognized an obligation to
establish presses at their own universities
and to subsidize them to the extent neces-
sary to make them sustainable over time, so
as to serve universities’ needs to share the
knowledge they were generating.

Knowledge, as distinct from raw informa-
tion, is expensive to produce and requires –
in addition to the scholar’s own work – a rig-
orous process of editorial selection and peer
review, as well as a high level of quality in
copy-editing, design, production, marketing,
and distribution, in order to achieve the
excellence for which university presses have
come to be widely praised.2 Universities
have made substantial investments in their
presses, and the staff who run them are
expert at what they do. The system of schol-
arly communication that these presses do so
much to support has played a vital role in
the spread of knowledge worldwide. Calls to
change this system need to take careful
account of the costs that would be involved,
not just for individual university presses but
also for their parent universities, as well as
for the scholarly societies that also contrib-
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ABSTRACT: University presses were founded in
the late 19th century to help alleviate a problem of
market failure, namely insufficient demand in the
commercial marketplace to sustain a publishing
operation on the basis of sales alone. Now, in the
face of claims about another type of market
failure – insufficient funds to sustain library
subscriptions to STM journals – calls have come
forth to change the economic model of publishing
from sales-based to grants-based, offering the fruits
of knowledge free to all users with an Internet
connection. This paper examines both the challenges
and the opportunities that the variants of ‘open
access’ present to university presses, as they seek to
fulfill their traditional mission of disseminating
knowledge ‘far and wide’ while remaining
sustainable as businesses.
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ute in major ways to the current system.
Both university presses and scholarly societ-
ies are eager to experiment with new ways of
performing their mission. They endeavor to
make the best use of modern technology to
cut costs, and to achieve even wider distri-
bution of their publications than has been
possible in the world of print media. At the
same time, they urge that such experimenta-
tion be conducted in a responsible fashion. It
is important not to negate the progress that
has already been made toward greater effi-
ciency over the past couple of decades, or to
undermine the valuable contributions that
university presses and society publishers
have made to the system of scholarly com-
munication for several centuries.

While justly proud of their achievements,
university presses have never been averse
to change. Rather, being embedded in the
culture of higher education that values
experimentation and advances in know-
ledge,  university  presses  have  themselves
been open to new ways of facilitating schol-
arly communication and have been active
participants in the process. Prominent exam-
ples from the last decade are listed in Table 1.3

Open access as challenge and as
opportunity

The phrase ‘open access’ has in recent years

come to stand for the more general pressure
for change in the system, largely in response
to the financial burdens on academic lib-
raries of maintaining subscriptions to com-
mercially published journals in science, tech-
nology, and medicine (STM). It is widely
acknowledged that the present system for
this sector of publishing is unsustainable
over the long run, and many fear that the
results of new research will increasingly be
accessible through restrictive licenses to
only a handful of the wealthiest universities,
and be unavailable ‘toll-free’ to the general
public and to scholars in developing coun-
tries. Hence the call has arisen for a new
publishing model of open access that will
ensure the continued ability of universities
to disseminate knowledge ‘far and wide’.

University presses recognize that they
have an obligation to confront the many
challenges – economic, legal, and technolog-
ical – to the existing system. We presses are
eager to participate with all willing partners,
within and outside the university, in experi-
menting with new approaches, including
varieties of open access. We agree that ‘the
broad dissemination of the results of schol-
arly inquiry and discourse is essential for
higher education to fulfill its long-standing
commitment to the advancement and con-
veyance of knowledge’.4 And we further
agree that ‘the present system of scholarly
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Table 1

Project Muse http://muse.jhu.edu/

History E-Book Project http://www.historyebook.org/

History Cooperative http://www.historycooperative.org/

AnthroSource http://www.anthrosource.net/

eScholarship Editions http://content.cdlib.org/escholarship/

Cambridge Companions Online http://www.cambridge.org/online/ccol/

The Founders’ Constitution http://press-pubs.uchicago.edu/founders/

Columbia International Affairs Online (CIAO) http://www.ciaonet.org/

Gutenberg-e http://www.gutenberg-e.org/

The New Georgia Encyclopedia http://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/

MIT CogNet http://cognet.mit.edu/

Oxford Scholarship Online http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/

Rotunda http://rotunda.upress.virginia.edu/

Digital Culture Series http://www.digitalculture.org/

the present
system is

unsustainable
over the
long run



communication does not always serve the
best interests of our institutions or the gen-
eral public’ and that ‘scholarly publishers
[especially society and university presses],
academic libraries, university leaders, and
scholars themselves must engage in an ongo-
ing dialogue about the means of scholarly
production and distribution’.

It is important to understand, however,
just what risks and dangers are involved, and
just how wide a range of experiments can be
subsumed under the generic term ‘open
access’. It is also important to extend this
discussion, hitherto confined mostly to the
arena of STM journal publishing, much
more broadly to consider the implications of
open access for all types of scholarly commu-
nication. Given the interconnectedness of
knowledge, it is also unwise not to explore
the implications of open access for all fields
of knowledge, lest an unfortunate new ‘digi-
tal divide’ should arise between fields and
between different types of publishing.5 This
is, after all, a system, and tinkering with one
part in isolation is likely to have significant
and perhaps unintended consequences for
other parts; these consequences must be
considered carefully.6

The many meanings of open access

One succinct definition of ‘open access’ pub-
lication is that it is ‘digital, online, free of
charge, and free of most copyright and
licensing restrictions’.7 Proponents of open
access have largely concentrated their atten-
tion on promoting this as a solution to the
problems of STM journal publishing. The
well-known Budapest Open Access Initia-
tive (BOAI) defines open access as

permitting any users to read, download,
copy, distribute, print, search, or link to
the full texts of these articles, crawl them
for indexing, pass them as data to soft-
ware, or use them for any other lawful pur-
pose, without financial, legal, or technical
barriers other than those inseparable from
gaining access to the internet itself.8

However, in principle this could be applied
to all types of scholarly publishing. The
recently proposed US legislation known as
the Federal Research Public Access Act of

2006 (FRPAA) would, for example, also
affect any research in the social sciences
funded by the National Science Foundation
or any of ten other federal agencies, includ-
ing the Environmental Protection Agency
and the Departments of Education, Energy,
and Defense. And calls for widespread use of
institutional repositories and for self-archiv-
ing by individual scholars as promoting open
access are by no means limited to the STM
journal literature.9

Some university presses have long been
experimenting with types of open access, and
others are beginning to do so. In the early
1990s the presses, libraries, and computer
centers of the Committee on Institutional
Cooperation10 developed a plan for a proto-
type of open access publishing of books and
journals within the CIC and, prospectively,
beyond it to the wider international aca-
demic community.11 In 1994 the National
Academies Press began to make its books
available online for free, full-text browsing
worldwide, but with various copyright and
technological restrictions that might not
qualify it as full open access under some defi-
nitions.12 This approach, however, certainly
implements the spirit of open access while
not abandoning a market-based model for
scholarly publishing. Other university presses,
such as Oxford University Press, have
recently been experimenting with both full
and partial open access journal publishing.13

And some other presses are launching
monograph series in the humanities that will
further experiment with the approach pio-
neered by the National Academies Press.14

We presses believe that it is important to
keep an open mind about what constitutes
open access, not least because not all
approaches that might merit that name need
be incompatible with a market-based model.

There are more radical approaches that
abandon the market as a viable basis for
scholarly publishing, and instead try to
implement a model that has come to be
known as the ‘gift economy’, ‘grants econ-
omy’, or ‘subsidy economy’.15 The following
points need to be kept in mind by adminis-
trators who oversee university presses, and
by those who oversee faculty and libraries.
These are among the potential problems
that we shall all cooperatively have to grap-
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ple with if we are to devise a workable full
open access publishing system to replace the
current market-based system.16

Potential problems for full open access

1. Instead of relying on sales to pay for most
publishing costs, full open access will require
large contributions from either the authors
or other sources (including research funders,
foundations, and libraries – it has been pro-
posed that the last might pay ‘member’ fees
instead of paying for subscriptions). Authors
at less wealthy institutions, or those with no
institutional affiliations at all, may experi-
ence greater difficulty in publishing their
articles and monographs, unless fees are
waived or reduced for ‘hardship’ cases. (The
process for determining when fees should be
waived or reduced will itself cost something
to administer, and will increase the burden
on other authors, who will have to pay
higher fees to offset those waived or
reduced.) This will be especially true for
monographs, the publishing cost for which
now runs around $25,000 to $30,000 (for an
average monograph of 250 pages with no
illustrations), and would still be close to
$20,000–25,000 even on a ‘print-on-
demand’ basis.17 While inequities among
users may be resolved by open access pub-
lishing, they may resurface as inequities
among those wishing to publish.

2. The costs of scholarly communication
overall will likely not change radically, but
will merely be shifted from one sector of the
university to another. Only a small propor-
tion of publishing costs is involved with
printing, order fulfillment, and warehousing;
thus, shifting to e-only publication will
reduce the costs relatively little. If publishers
are to continue to manage the peer-review
process and to provide other ‘value-added’
services, most of their current costs will still
exist. In addition, many end-users will prefer
to print out what they want to read, espe-
cially longer articles and books; the printing
devices that they use are less economical,
and produce less convenient outputs, than
dedicated printing presses. Assuming that
traditional print publishing will not disap-
pear overnight, there will also be continuing

costs for maintaining that part of the system,
as well as the added costs for supporting new
online publishing ventures. If faculty are
themselves asked to become publishers, they
will spend more of their time performing
tasks for which they are not trained, will pro-
duce knowledge of lower quality to the
end-user as a result, and will cost their uni-
versities more, because faculty are generally
compensated at a higher rate than publish-
ing staff.18

3. Requirements for full open access publish-
ing of journal articles, whether through the
journals themselves or by way of authors’
self-archiving in institutional repositories or
elsewhere, will undermine existing well-
regarded services such as Project Muse
(http://muse.jhu.edu/ – the electronic plat-
form for over 300 journals in the humanities
and social sciences, jointly operated by the
library and press at The Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity) that rely on revenues from
institutional site licensing for their continua-
tion. JSTOR (http://www.jstor.org/) would
remain viable, but increasingly less valu-
able.19 Full open access, as defined in the
BOAI, is inherently incompatible with site
licensing as a model for journal publishing
and archiving. Since such ventures have
proven their value in terms of cost-efficiency
and ease of use, any open access alternatives
should be tested carefully to see whether
they can clearly provide superior service at
less cost before these existing ventures are
allowed to disappear.

4. Universities that operate presses would
need to decide how much of the cost of
maintaining the current system they were
willing to continue to bear, and how much
they would expect funders or other universi-
ties (which, in the humanities, provide the
majority of funding) to absorb by providing
full or partial subsidies for publication of
both journal articles and monographs. In
2005, university presses recovered 90% of
their operating costs, roughly $500m, from
sales. Of that $500m, sales to libraries
accounted for 15–20%, or $75–100m. The
rest came from sales to general and college
bookstores, to online retailers, and directly
to individual scholars.20 A university opting
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to support all the costs itself, rather than just
some as at present, could expect its costs to
rise dramatically.21 (Parent university sup-
port for presses now averages 9% of book
sales22 – many provide no subsidy at all.)
Conversely, if a parent university were to
decide to maintain only the current level of
support, other universities and funders that
do not currently support the system, or do so
only through small and occasional subsidies
for publication, could expect their costs to
rise dramatically. Offsetting these costs
would be whatever amounts their libraries
would save in journal subscriptions and
monograph purchases. Since commercial
publishers (and probably society publishers,
too) would not have the option of convert-
ing to a full ‘subsidy economy’ – at least for
monographs23 – those amounts would be
equivalent only to what libraries currently
spend on university press publications.

5. Commercial, and indeed society, publish-
ers might well decide against remaining in
the academic market with reduced profits or
surpluses – as envisioned by open access
advocates. In these circumstances, universi-
ties without presses would have to decide
which of the journals abandoned by these
publishers they could afford to pick up and
subsidize by creating a mechanism for pub-
lishing them online and paying the staff to
run it; universities with presses would need
to determine how much they could increase
the output of their presses to accommodate
additional journals and monographs. These
decisions could involve very significant new
capital investments in their presses’ infra-
structure; commercial and society publishers
now publish many thousands of scholarly
journals and books annually.

In addition, the plight of scholarly societ-
ies under BOAI-style open access is
particularly worrisome. As nonprofit organi-
zations committed to supporting effective
scholarly communications and professional
standards in their fields, these societies pro-
vide a wide range of services to scholars and
scholarship, including annual conferences,
professional development opportunities,
recognition of scholarly excellence, and sta-
tistical information on such matters as
enrolment and employment in their fields, as

well as respected publishing programmes.24

Whether a given society’s publishing activi-
ties underwrite other services or must be
supported by other revenues, funding for
essential professional and scholarly activities
would be jeopardized by a mandate which
resulted in a shift to full open access, thus
increasing the financial burdens on individual
scholars as both authors and professionals by
increasing the costs of society membership,
attendance at professional meetings, and the
like.

6. Change in the marketplace may well not
come gradually, as many supporters of open
access believe, but suddenly, as a result of
the ‘tipping point’ (which the FRPAA could
be, particularly for society and commercial
STM journal publishers), leaving the system
of scholarly communication in at least a
temporary state of chaos.25 Universities
should prepare themselves as best they can
for this ‘worst-case’ scenario, and not simply
assume that change will be slow and steady.

Conclusion

For university presses, unlike commercial
and society publishers, open access does not
necessarily pose a threat to their operation
and their pursuit of their mission to ‘advance
knowledge, and to diffuse it . . . far and
wide’. Presses could exist in a ‘gift economy’
for at least the most scholarly of their pub-
lishing functions; costs could be internally
reallocated (from library purchases to faculty
grants and press subsidies). But presses have
increasingly been required by their parent
universities to operate in the market econ-
omy; some presses are even expected to
provide income for their universities beyond
supporting their operating costs. The worries
that university presses feel over the erosion
of copyright protection (in the form of more
aggressive interpretations of ‘fair use’ as
applied to e-reserve and course-manage-
ment systems) directly reflect this pressure,
as presses have been compelled to rely on
income from licensing in order to pay their
bills.26 Any decision to abandon that model
and switch to a ‘gift economy’ would require
very careful thought and planning. The
AAUP and its member presses welcome the
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opportunity to collaborate with university
administrators, librarians, and faculty in
designing new publishing models. However,
we must remember the importance of pro-
tecting what is most valuable about the
existing system, which has served the schol-
arly community and the general public so
well for many centuries, even while under-
taking reforms to make the system work
better for everyone in the future.
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