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Executive Summary
The Finch Report1 urged that the process to implement its recommendations should include the collection
of reliable, high-quality indicators on the key features of the changing research communications
landscape. The precise configuration of the indicators, data definitions, protocols and methodologies
should, the Report suggested, be considered by representatives of the different stakeholder groups. This
current report presents proposals for a framework of indicators to monitor progress towards open access
(OA) in the UK.
The proposals do not attempt to cover all elements of the Finch recommendations, but focus on the
transition to OA. Our aim has been to produce a framework of indicators which address key questions
relating to the transition, based on data that can be gathered annually in relatively straightforward
fashion. The picture the indicators present should be reasonably authoritative. But we recognise that some
important questions require more detailed research; and we have concluded reluctantly that these must
for the present lie outside the scope of the framework we propose. All our proposals, however, including
our exclusions from the framework, should be kept under review in the light of experience and of
developments in the availability of data.
We have built our proposals around the core themes of the Finch Report: accessibility, sustainability and
quality of service. We also urge that the work to produce the indicators should be undertaken annually in
order to monitor and assess trends. Clarity and consistency in definitions and approaches to data
collection and analysis are therefore critically important. It is also important that, with as few exceptions
as possible, all the results of the data gathering and analysis should be made freely available for others to
interrogate and to use.
The work we propose should be overseen by representatives of the key stakeholder groups, including
funders, universities and other research organisations, libraries, Jisc, learned societies, and publishers.
UniversitiesUK is now taking the lead in convening a body comprising such representatives, and we hope
it will take on that role. Once the new body is established, we envisage that it will wish to consider our
proposals, and the priorities to be attached to our various proposals and recommendations, in detail.
Proposals
Accessibility
1.

There should be an annual exercise to assess the numbers – and the proportions of the overall totals
– of all articles and of those with a UK author that are accessible free of charge from
a.

fully OA journals

b.

hybrid journals

c.

journals that provide free access on their platforms after an embargo period

d.

repositories and other websites

Working Group on Expanding Access to Published Research Findings Accessibility, Sustainability, Excellence: how to
expand access to research publications. June 2012. Available at http://www.researchinfonet.org/wpcontent/uploads/2012/06/Finch-Group-report-FINAL-VERSION.pdf
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2.

The counts of articles should distinguish between pre-prints, authors’ accepted manuscripts, and
published versions of record

3.

The counts should include all articles found to be accessible free of charge, whether they have been
posted illicitly or not; but an estimate – based on checking a sub-sample of them – should be
produced of the numbers of illicitly-posted articles

4.

The counts should be based on automated searches for samples of the articles recorded in either the
SCOPUS or CrossRef databases, plus a full census of those published in fully-OA journals

5.

Searches should be made for at least four global and UK-authored samples of articles: those
published 1,7, 13 and 25 months earlier.

6.

For pragmatic reasons, the date of publication should be taken as the date of the relevant issue of the
journal; but we recommend that all publishers should include the date of publication in the
metadata for all articles.

7.

The results of the counts should be broken down in accordance with the four subject panels
established for the REF; but there should be no other breakdown

Availability of OA options
8.

In order to monitor trends in the numbers of journals that comply with RCUK and Funding Bodies’
policies, data should be gathered from the major publishers on the numbers of fully-OA and hybrid
journals, the length of embargo periods, levels of APCs, and the availability of CC BY and other
licences

9.

There should be an audit check of the data supplied by publishers

Usage
10.

It will be important at some point in the future to assess the extent to which OA results in higher
levels of usage, especially by people and organisations beyond the university and research
communities. But for the present, such studies should remain outside the initial framework of
indicators we propose.

Financial sustainability
11.

Aggregate data should be gathered annually from a stratified sample of universities on their
expenditure on
a.

APCs and other publication charges, and the numbers of articles for which they have been
paid

b.
12.

journal subscriptions, including both print and e-journals

Ideally, information should also be gathered on universities’ expenditure from Wellcome Trust and
RCUK block grants to meet the costs of APCs and for other purposes; their use of other funds to
meet APCs; and on the overall numbers of articles published, and the number deposited in the
institutional repository.

13.

Data on the numbers of titles (fully-OA, hybrid, delayed access and subscription-only) and of
articles published in each category of journal should be gathered from the major publishers. An
audit check of numbers should be undertaken on a sample of the journals

14.

The survey we propose in Section 7 should include conjoint analysis to assess the extent to which
various factors, including the price of APCs, influence authors’ decisions on where to publish

15.

Data should be gathered from a sample of UK learned societies on their overall as well as their
journal-related income and expenditure.

Quality of services to authors and readers
16.

Annual surveys should be undertaken to assess authors’ perceptions and experiences in relation to
their most recent completed interaction with a journal

17.

We do not recommend at this stage a parallel survey of readers and users.

1. Introduction
1.1.

The report of the Finch Group in 2013 noted that implementation of its proposals would be an
intricate process that would require co-ordination and the active engagement of funders,
universities, publishers and learned societies, as well as Government. It stressed the importance of
the different groups continuing to work together; and it urged that in order to sustain the
confidence of all parties and stakeholders, the implementation process should include the collection
of reliable, high-quality indicators on the key features of the changing research communications
landscape. The precise configuration of the indicators, data definitions, protocols and methodologies
should, the report suggested, be considered by representatives of the different stakeholder groups.

1.2.

In June 2013 the Research Information Network (RIN) convened, with the support of Jisc, the
Wellcome Trust, the Publishers Association and Research Libraries UK, a working group of
representatives of publishers, funders, learned societies and libraries to consider the configuration of
a set of indicators that can be generated on a regular basis2. The aim has been to meet the
requirement set by the Finch Group for reliable indicators that are generated in ways that secure the
confidence of all parties. Our proposals are therefore founded on the need to monitor and assess
trends in the transition to open access (OA) and to answer key questions from the varying
perspectives of the different stakeholders.

1.3.

We do not attempt to cover in our proposals all elements of the Finch recommendations. Our focus
is on the transition to OA, and our approach to definitions of OA has been essentially pragmatic, as
set out in Section 3 of this report. But we do not address other elements in the Finch
recommendations relating to extensions to licensed access for the benefit of SMEs and other
organisations, or the Access to Research pilot scheme recently launched to provide walk-in access to
scholarly journals in public libraries3. We recognise, of course, the importance of monitoring
progress on the scale and impact of these elements of the Finch recommendations; but we concluded
that such monitoring could not be covered in the initial range of indicators that we outline in this
report. As with other elements in our proposals, however, we recommend that this should be
reviewed in the future4.

1.4.

Three further points should be made by way of introduction. First, we have concluded, not
surprisingly, that some important questions (for instance, about the relationships, if any, between
embargo periods, journal half-lives, and risks to journal subscriptions) cannot be answered by any
straightforward creation of indicators from the available data. They require more substantial
research projects which lie beyond the scope of the framework of indicators we propose, although
we believe that some of the data collection that we recommend may serve as useful input into such
projects. We point to a number of such questions in the body of the report.

A list of members of the group is at Annex A
See http://www.acesstoresearch.org.uk
4 The current Access to Research pilot, led by the Publishers Licensing Society and the Society of Chief Librarians, is
due to last for two years, ending in early 2016. We presume that some evaluation exercise will be undertaken before
then, and that if the scheme continues, monitoring arrangements will need to be put in place.
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1.5.

Second, our proposals are based on our best assessment of the availability of data at present. In
some cases (for instance in relation to the inclusion of information about licences and date of
publication in standard metadata) we believe that the position will improve in the relatively near
future, in response to work that is now under way on the part of universities, publishers and others,
in part following recommendations from the National Information Standards Organization (NISO,
an organisation based in the US) and other bodies.

We have also sought to make our proposals as

clear and specific as possible, recognising, for example, that data definitions and standards are of
critical importance. We have no doubt, however, that our proposals will need to be amended as
circumstances change and in the light of experience; and we recommend a light-touch review after
the first annual exercise, and a more thoroughgoing review after the second. It is also important,
however, that the reviews should be overseen by representatives of the different stakeholder
groups, who should also agree any amendments to be made. This is an issue of governance which
we also address in Section 6 of the report.
1.6.

Third, we have built our proposals for indicators around the three core themes highlighted in the
Finch Report: accessibility, sustainability, and excellence (which for the purposes of our work we
have interpreted as quality of service). Much of our attention has focused on the first of these,
accessibility. We do not under-estimate the importance of sustainability and quality of service; they
are of critical importance to all stakeholders. Hence we make some proposals in those two areas. But
we concluded that some of the most important questions in those areas need more detailed research
than can be covered through the kind of regular data gathering exercises that form the substance of
our proposals.

2. Aims, general principles and coverage
Aims
2.1.

Our aim has been to identify indicators that can provide a reasonably authoritative picture of
progress in the transition to OA in the UK: one that can be undertaken at reasonable cost and updated annually, based on consistent definitions and approaches to data collection and analysis. A
subsidiary aim is that the results of the data gathering and analysis should be available for others to
use, as the basis for further analysis and for any more detailed projects that they wish to undertake.

Principles
2.2.

In order to meet these aims, five overlapping general principles underlie our proposals:
a. key questions: we have focused our attention on practical ways in which to gather and
analyse data to address questions of importance to the range of stakeholders, from their
varying but overlapping perspectives
b. joint ownership and responsibility: while individual organisations may take responsibility
for providing the data and perhaps also for initial analysis, the work should be overseen by
representatives of the key stakeholder groups, including funders, universities and other
research organisations, libraries, Jisc, learned societies, and publishers. Universities UK is
now taking the lead in convening a body comprising such representatives, and we hope it
will take on that role, as well as publishing the results of the work.
c. openness: the definitions and protocols underlying the data and the analysis, together with
the data and the results of the work, should be deposited and made accessible via a
repository under a CC BY licence. We recognise, however, that in a few cases constraints
may arise on grounds of confidentiality and competition law. These should be kept to a
minimum.
d. cost-effectiveness and practicality: the framework of indicators does not seek to answer all
possible questions, but to produce indicators on key issues where data can be readily
gathered and analysed in a consistent fashion. This should become more straightforward as
more data becomes routinely available.
e. regularity: in order to monitor and assess trends, it is crucial that the overall exercise we
propose, in line with the Finch Group’s report, should be repeated annually, and at the
same point in the calendar year, in order to achieve as high a level of consistency as
possible.

Coverage
2.3.

In line with the OA policies of the Research Councils and Funding Bodies focus on articles
published in scholarly journals, our proposals are restricted to data and indicators covering such
publications. To be explicit, our proposals cover research articles, review articles and conference
proceedings published in peer-reviewed journals with an ISSN number. They do not extend to other

kinds of publications such as books, book chapters, or data. Henceforth we shall use the term
‘articles’ to refer to all the publications within the scope of our proposals.

3. Accessibility
3.1.

In order to assess the impact of new policies from funders and universities in the UK, it is clearly
important to monitor trends in the numbers - and the proportions of the overall population - of
articles published and accessible on OA terms. Moreover, those trends must be monitored both for
the global population of articles, and for those which include in the list of authors at least one who
has an affiliation to a UK institution. But our aim has been – with cost very much in mind - to set a
framework for monitoring broad trends rather than specifications for detailed studies. Hence with
the exception of the broad subject breakdown noted at paragraphs 3.15 and 3.19 below, we do not
propose that data should be gathered on trends at a more detailed level relating to specific
institutions or categories of institution, publishers or categories of publisher and so on. The
indicators should be restricted to global and UK levels.

Routes to OA
3.2.

We recognise that there are different routes to through which the increases in access recommended
by the Finch Group can be achieved. We propose an annual exercise to assess – making use of
automated search techniques that mirror those used by reasonably-competent researchers - the
numbers and proportions of articles under four headings:
a. articles published in fully-OA journals, including not only those listed in the Directory of
Open Access Journals (DOAJ), but also those published in any other journal that makes
clear that it publishes on OA terms (see paragraph 4.2 which outlines an issue relating to
delays in inclusion in the DOAJ). The count of articles should distinguish between those
published in journals that do or do not charge an APC (there should be no attempt to assess
whether or not an APC was in fact paid in individual cases).
b. articles published on OA terms in hybrid journals, and to which payment of an APC
applies. Previous exercises5 have noted significant numbers of articles that have been made
accessible for promotional or related purposes, usually for a limited period, and are
subsequently found not to be accessible free of charge. We propose in paragraph 3.18 a
means of distinguishing between such articles and those for which an APC has been paid,
which are thus accessible on OA terms in perpetuity .
c.

articles published in subscription-based journals that nevertheless provide access free of
charge on the publisher’s platform after embargo periods that may range from 6 to 24
months. Since the maximum embargo period allowed under RCUK’s and the Funding
Councils’ policies is 24 months, articles made accessible after an embargo of longer than 24
months should be excluded from the count. We are aware that some journals which
operate in this way also provide a hybrid option so that articles are made accessible free of
charge immediately on publication. Our research indicates that signals are provided via

See, for example, Eric Archambault et al, Proportion of Open Access Peer-Reviewed Papers at the
European and World Levels—2004-2011, Montreal, Science Metrix, 2013.
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tables of contents and other means it is usually possible readily to identify such articles,
even after the embargo period has expired.
d.

articles published in subscription-based journals, but where a version of the article - which
may range from the version that was submitted to the journal, through an authors’
accepted manuscript (AAM) (thus including changes made as a result of peer review), up
to and including the final published version – is made accessible via authors’ web pages, an
institutional or subject-based repository, or some other website. Funders have set specific
requirements relating to the versions of articles they require to be made accessible, and on
which sites. We address issues relating to versions in paragraph 3.6.

3.3.

The count for category a) above will be based on a census of all the articles in the listed journals. The
count for categories b) c) and d) will be based on automated searching for samples of articles (see
paragraphs 3.12-3.18 below). The automated search will also find articles in category a), but these
should be de-duplicated in overall counts which should be based on the census.

3.4.

The overall count should distinguish between versions of articles found under the four heads, and
any sum total of all articles found to be accessible free of charge should be subject to careful deduplication, so that no individual article is counted more than once in any total sum, simply because
it is found in multiple places and versions.

3.5.

With regard to articles found to be accessible (as in 3.2.d above) from repositories or other sites - any
site other than the publishers’ – two issues require careful handling.

3.6.

First, the count should seek to distinguish, using techniques we outline in Annex B, between
different versions6:
a. those which show no sign of having been subject to peer review, which may be taken to be
a version up to and including that which was submitted to a journal (often termed a
‘preprint’)
b. those which show clear indications of having been subject to peer review, but which are
clearly not the final version as published by the journal. Although in a few cases this may
represent an intermediate stage before final acceptance, in the great majority of cases this is
likely to represent what is often termed an ‘accepted author manuscript’ (which is the
version to which access is required to meet the terms of RCUK’s policies and those of many
other funding bodies).

We are aware that the categorisation below is simpler, and thus cruder, than the six categories of version defined by
ALPSP and NISO.( See Recommendations of the NISO/ALPSP Working Group on Versions of Journal Articles , 2006,
available at http://www.niso.org/apps/group_public/download.php/48/Recommendations_TechnicalWG.pdf). We
also recognise that versions that that have been subject to peer review (often referred to as Authors’ Accepted
Manuscripts) may vary significantly in terms of the extent of variances from the final published version of record.
Nevertheless, we believe the typology we set out here is adequate for the purposes of the monitoring framework we
propose.
6

c. the published version of record (usually termed either ‘published journal article’ or
‘version of record’).
3.7.

Second, we are aware that different versions of some articles are made freely accessible – on authors’
web pages but also via other sites and services - in ways that may contravene the terms and
conditions set by individual journals and publishers, particularly with regard to embargo periods
and the versions that are made accessible. Many such articles would be found by researchers and
others using such services as Google Scholar, and it would be wrong to exclude them from the
count. But the key focus in monitoring, we suggest, should be on trends in licit rather than illicit
behaviours7. In order to check whether changes in the scale of illicit behaviours (or attempts to stop
them) are having an effect on the overall totals, we propose that a sub-sample of the versions of
articles found on sites other than the original publisher’s (thus those in category d) set out in
paragraph 3.2 above) should be checked against the current policies of the relevant journals. This
will produce a rough estimate of the overall extent of illicit postings, and, over time, of any changes
in the impact they may be having on the overall count of articles that are freely accessible. Since the
estimate will cover only a sample of articles, no attempt should be made at any breakdown by
publisher, institution or author.

Data sources
3.8.

It is estimated that over 2 million peer-reviewed articles are published annually, and that over 130k
of those have at least one UK author. A report recently commissioned by BIS8 was based on the
SCOPUS database. It found that that nearly 8% of UK articles in 2012 were published in wholly OA
journals, and that author accepted manuscripts were accessible via repositories or other websites for
over 11% of UK articles.

3.9.

We have considered various sources of data – including Ulrichsweb, Web of Knowledge and KB+ for determining the overall populations of journals and articles published globally, along with those
articles published UK authors. We have concluded that CrossRef and SCOPUS provide the fullest
coverage, and that one or other of them should be used for the purposes of the framework:
determining the overall populations, and also for creating the samples of articles to be searched for.
We are aware, of course, that journals and articles are published that appear in neither database; and
that each changes in composition over time. The decision on which of the two to use should be
made on pragmatic grounds. But in order to achieve consistency in assessing trends over time, a
change from one year to another should be avoided if possible.

Timing of publication
3.10. Our research has shown a disturbing lack of evidence and consistency in practice in recording the
date of publication for articles. The ways in which the date of publication is recorded varies hugely
across journals, and even as between what is shown on different versions of Tables of Contents, and

We recognise that what counts as licit or illicit behaviours may change as the policies adopted by journals change.
International Comparative Performance of the UK Research Base - 2013. A Report prepared by Elsevier for the UK’s
Department of Business Innovation and Skills, 2013
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between HTML and PDF versions of articles. Some journals show on some versions of articles
information such as dates of submission, acceptance and online publication. But the latter date does
not always relate to the final published version; and the date when an article was finally published
in an issue of the journal may not be shown at all. Yet other journals do not provide any information
of this kind, and the various versions of articles may show no more than a year of publication. The
starting date for embargo periods is thus in some cases wholly unclear. We therefore recommend
that all journal publishers should take steps to ensure that the date of publication – where relevant,
the one that they use as the starting date for embargo periods - is always included in the standard
metadata for articles9.
3.11. The SCOPUS database includes information on the publication date for each issue of the vast
majority of the journals it covers; and that is probably the most reliable and consistent date to use for
the present. We recognise that even issue dates are problematic in some cases, particularly for
journals that publish relatively infrequently (say, on a quarterly or half-yearly basis). It is not
uncommon for journals to publish, say, the expected March issue in February or in April, but for the
stated date of publication still to be March. The incidence of such quirks is unlikely to change over
time, however, and since our focus is on trends, we propose that the date of issue should be used as
the basis for sampling and searching for the present, unless and until journals adopt more consistent
ways of recording the date of publication.
Sampling
3.12. The count we propose of articles in fully-OA journals should be based on a full census of such
journals. But we have concluded that in order to achieve our objective of monitoring trends in the
numbers and proportions of articles accessible under the other three heads outlined in paragraph 3.2
above, automated searches should be undertaken annually for at least four samples of the overall
population of articles: those published 1,7,13 and 25 months previously10. These periods correspond
to the policies of RCUK and the Funding Councils, which prescribe access free of charge, if not
immediately, then after maximum embargo periods of 6, 12 or 24 months. In each case, we propose
searching after month’s grace to allow for practical issues which may arise in depositing or
providing access to articles.
3.13. In order to assess trends relating both to the global population of articles, and to those with a UK
author, two sets of the four samples should be created: for the UK and for the world. The sampling
strategy will also have to take some account of disciplinary differences.
3.14. The numbers of articles published each year varies hugely across disciplines: the SCOPUS database
records, for instance, over 600k articles published globally in the clinical sciences, but only 80k in the
humanities. Moreover, differences in the speed and scale of the transition to OA in different subject
This is in line with the recommendations of the NISO working group on Open Access Metadata and Indicators,
issued for consultation in January 2014
10 If in time it is judged that automated validation of the findings of automated searches, and identification of the
different versions of articles, is good enough to preclude the need for manual checking, then sampljng may no longer
be required, and counts could be based on the whole population of articles published.
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areas have frequently been noted; and they are reflected in the policies of RCUK and the UK
Funding Bodies.
3.15. We propose, therefore, that samples should be constructed in four broad subject areas: life sciences
and medicine, physical sciences and engineering, social sciences, and arts and humanities. These
correspond broadly to the main panels constituted for the REF. The allocation of articles to subjects
should be based on the subject category of the journal in which it was published, although a
judgement will be required for articles published in one of the large multidisciplinary journals.
3.16. The size of the UK and global samples in the four subject areas should be large enough to provide
for reasonable margins of error. But it should be small enough to allow for manual verification of
the results of the searches, and to determine the versions of articles found to be accessible.
Experience suggests that an average of 5-6 versions of articles will be found for each article in the
samples. These will include nil returns, but also duplicates of all three versions outlined above, as
well as versions of working papers, presentations etc that may be related to but are not the same as
the article itself.
3.17. There will of course be a trade-off between sample size and cost in terms of the time to be spent in
manual verification of the search results. Initial advice suggests that samples of c400 for each subject
area should suffice11.
3.18. We have considered whether the samples of articles to be searched for should be created anew for
each annual exercise, or whether renewed searches should be undertaken for samples already
created for previous exercises. New samples for each exercise have the attraction of simplicity and
accuracy in tracking the current uptake of OA. But a cohort sampling approach may have potential
for greater accuracy in tracking the length of the delays before articles become accessible, and the
scale of ‘promotional access’ (see paragraph 3.2 b above). Annex C illustrates a schedule for creating
and searching for moving cohort samples.
Subject and other breakdowns
3.19. As noted above, we do not propose any further subject breakdowns, or any analysis of differences
between publications from authors affiliated to institutions of different types, or between articles
published in different categories of journals.
Licence terms
3.20. RCUK’s policy seeks to promote re-use of material presented in published articles, as well as access
for reading free of charge. It therefore requires the use of CC-BY licences when an APC is paid, and
licences with as few restrictions as possible when access is provided through other routes. It is
important, therefore, that the use of different licences should be tracked as far as is reasonably
possible.
3.21. There is some way to go before publishers adopt standard methods for recording licence terms in
the metadata for articles12. Where Creative Commons licences – CC BY but also other CC licences 11

This will give a confidence level of 95% and an error margin of 4-5%.

are properly used (though that is not necessarily the case at present), it should eventually be
straightforward to identify them automatically in different versions of articles. But not all publishers
employ CC licences, and for the different versions of articles found in repositories and other sites, it
may be difficult to determine precisely which licence has been used. Any count will therefore not be
fully-comprehensive. Nevertheless, it should prove useful in determining trends.
3.22. The introduction by CrossRef of a requirement for metadata to include information about licences
should, once it is (as is likely) widely adopted, bring greater comprehensiveness and accuracy in the
counting of different licences.

We are aware, of course, of the recommendations of the NISO working group on Open Access Metadata and
Indicators, issued for consultation in January 2014; but it may be some time before they are fully adopted.
12

Summary


There should be an annual exercise to assess the numbers – and the proportions of
the overall totals – of all articles and of those with a UK author that are accessible
free of charge from
o

fully OA journals

o

hybrid journals

o

journals that provide free access on their platforms after an embargo
period

o


repositories and other websites

The counts of articles should distinguish between pre-prints, authors’ accepted
manuscripts, and published versions of record



The counts should include all articles found to be accessible free of charge,
whether they have been posted illicitly or not; but an estimate – based on checking
a sub-sample of them – should be produced of the numbers of illicitly-posted
articles



The counts should be based on automated searches for samples of the articles
recorded in either the SCOPUS or CrossRef databases and, plus a full census of
those published in fully-OA journals



Searches should be made for at least four global and UK-authored samples of
articles: those published 1,7, 13 and 25 months earlier.



For pragmatic reasons, the date of publication should be taken as the date of the
relevant issue of the journal; but we recommend that all publishers should include
the date of publication in the metadata for all articles.

4. Accessibility: the availability of OA options
4.1.

In addition to monitoring the numbers and proportions of articles that are accessible on OA terms, it
is also important to monitor on a systematic basis trends in the numbers of fully-OA and hybrid
journals, and in particular those that offer options to authors that are compliant with RCUK and
Funding Bodies’ policies.

4.2.

The key source for the numbers of fully-OA journals should be the DOAJ. But we have noted that –
even before the DOAJ tightened its procedures for determining whether journals should be included
in its listings – there can be significant delays before new journals are included. We therefore
propose that the DOAJ count should be supplemented by a note of evidence from major publishers
and learned societies of fully-OA journals that are yet to be listed in DOAJ.

4.3.

There has also been widespread speculation on three further issues relating to trends in the ‘supply’
of OA options, which it would be useful to monitor over time:
a.

the length of embargo periods prescribed by publishers of different journals and whether they
are tending to rise or fall

4.4.

b.

the level of APCs, and again whether they are tending to rise or fall

c.

the extent to which publishers allow for CC BY licence terms

Data on the length of embargo periods and on licence terms is gathered by SHERPA, although there
has been some criticism that since the data has been up to now gathered essentially at publisher
level rather than the level of individual journals, it is not as comprehensive and accurate as some
commentators would wish. Moreover, until now, it has not been possible to track changes in the
SHERPA database. Steps are now in hand to deal with both issues.

4.5.

In the meantime, however, we propose that data on the numbers of fully-OA and hybrid journals –
as well as embargo periods, APCs, and use of CC-BY and other licences - should be gathered from
all the major publishers. An audit check should then be undertaken for a sample of the most
popular journals in which UK authors have published over the previous year in each of the four
subject groups we outline in paragraph 3.15.
Summary


In order to monitor trends in the numbers of journals that comply with RCUK
and Funding Bodies’ policies, data should be gathered from the major
publishers on the numbers of fully-OA and hybrid journals, the length of
embargo periods, levels of APCs, and the use of CC BY and other licences



There should be an audit check of the data supplied by publishers

5. Usage
5.1.

One of the key motivations underlying OA policies is the belief that they will increase not only
accessibility but use of the published findings of research, not only in the university and research
sectors, but far beyond. Reporting on usage has developed considerably in accuracy and
comprehensiveness as a result of the successive COUNTER protocols and codes, as well as the
moves to gather COUNTER-compliant data from repositories. The latest version of the COUNTER
code helps further by requiring OA articles in hybrid journals to be counted separately.

5.2.

It would of course be useful to assess whether and to what extent OA content is associated with
increases usage by members of demographic groups beyond the university and research
communities. At present, however, it is not possible to gather systematic data on the demographics
of users either on publisher platforms or via repositories. Detailed studies would therefore be
required to answer any questions on the demographics of usage. For these and other reasons we
have therefore concluded that it is not possible for the present to bring indicators of usage into the
framework we propose; but the matter should be kept under review as new sources of data become
available.
Summary


It will be important at some point in the future to assess the extent to which
OA results in higher levels of usage , especially by people and organisations
beyond the university and research communities. But for the present, such
studies should remain outside the framework of indicators we propose

6. Financial sustainability
6.1.

The financial implications of the transition to OA are matters of concern to all parties. From the
perspectives of researchers, universities and funders, there are concerns about the overall costs of
the transition, including the continuing costs of subscriptions, the newer costs of APCs (along with
other publication charges), and the costs of administration. From the perspectives of publishers and
learned societies, there are concerns about the potential impact on their revenues from all sources:
the extent to which increases in APC revenues will match potential falls in subscription income (as
well as other sources of income from rights, advertising and so on), and again the administrative
costs involved. Financial risks, and how they can be managed and minimised, are much on the
minds of all parties.

6.2.

In these circumstances, it is important that individual universities, funders, publishers and learned
societies should have access as soon as possible to reliable information that will enable them to
locate their own position within a wider context.

Trends in the amounts paid in subscriptions and APCs
6.3.

Much attention has focused on the likely increases in overall expenditure on a growing number of
publications as universities and funders meet the costs of APCs for articles published in fully-OA as
well as hybrid journals, on top of the costs of subscriptions for wholly-subscription-based and
hybrid journals. The scale of any increase is unknown; but it will change over time and will vary
considerably across different institutions. If we imagine ourselves into a wholly OA world, then the
need for subscriptions would disappear; and while overall expenditure might rise for some
research-intensive institutions, it might fall for others. But so long as we have a mixed economy,
both subscriptions and APCs - for articles published by fully-OA journals and publishers, as well as
OA articles in hybrid journals - will be needed. Hence the concerns that overall expenditure may
increase, both for the UK as a whole and for individual institutions.

6.4.

The Finch Group’s 2013 review of progress in the implementation of its original recommendations13
noted that there has already been much discussion about the likely potential for offsets between
expenditure on APCs and subscriptions, at both UK and local institutional levels; and the issue is
referred to again in David Willetts’ letter to Dame Janet Finch in response to that review.
Determining how such offsets might be achieved – and their scale – is likely to be complex, and is
certainly beyond the scope of the framework we propose. But providing some reliable information
as evidence to be considered during the discussions should be helpful to all parties.

6.5.

We propose, therefore, that data should be gathered annually from a stratified sample of
universities relating to their overall expenditure on articles and journals. We set out in Annex D
how such a sample of universities might be created. The aim should be to work closely with those

A Review of Progress in Implementing the Recommendations of the Finch Report, available at
http://www.researchinfonet.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/Final-version.pdf
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universities to ensure that data is gathered on as comprehensive and consistent a basis as possible,
taking account of the practicalities and of the differences between universities and their systems.
6.6.

We propose that the data to be gathered should cover so far as possible:
a.

total expenditure on APCs, and the number of articles for which they have been paid

b.

total expenditure on other publication charges such as page and colour charges, and the
number of articles for which they have been paid

c.

total expenditure on subscriptions to peer-reviewed scholarly journals, including both print
and e-journals, and the number of journals subscribed to14.

6.7.

We recognise that gathering this information in a consistent format will depend on universities
having the necessary systems in place to record the different transactions involved, and that it will
be necessary to work with them to ensure consistency of practice across institutions in dealing with
a range of issues including payments relating to membership schemes and deposit accounts; delays
in invoicing, payments and publication; inadequacies in metadata; and so on..

6.8.

We also considered whether further information should be gathered in these annual exercises,
including information relating to administrative costs. We concluded, however, that it would be
extremely difficult to gather data on administrative costs on a comprehensive and consistent basis;
and interpreting such data would be subject to judgements about the extent and quality of the
administrative services provided.

6.9.

Ideally, however, and subject to an assessment of practicalities and the additional costs involved, we
propose that consideration should be given to gathering data on
a.

universities’ expenditure from Wellcome Trust and RCUK block grants to meet the costs of
APCs and other publication charges, and for other purposes; and their use of other funds to
meet APCs; and

b.

the overall numbers of articles published by authors affiliated to the university each year; and
the numbers deposited in, or freely accessible via, their repositories (noting that ‘accessible
via’ could relate to access provided through metadata links).

Embargo periods and subscriptions
6.10. A key concern from the perspective of many publishers and learned societies has been that short
embargo periods bring with them the danger of reductions in the number of subscriptions to their
journals, and thus risks to the journals’ viability. There have been a number of attempts to assess the
nature and extent to any dependency between embargo periods and potential risk to journals,
making use for the most part of proxy data on half-lives of downloads. It is of course very difficult
to assess the scale of risk in a rapidly-changing environment where past data may not provide a
useful guide to future behaviour; and some commentators suggest that there is no risk at all.

If at all possible, the data should include estimates of the number of non-OA articles in the journals subscribed to,
although there may be practical difficulties in generating such estimates in a consistent fashion.
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6.11. Given the complexity of the issues, we have concluded reluctantly that it is not possible to provide
useful evidence on the basis of a simple data-gathering exercise. The issue is of undoubted
importance, however, and further work is needed to clarify the nature of any relationship between
embargoes and subscriptions. We recommend that any further work of this kind meets two
important criteria: first, it should be based on evidence of actual rather than suggested changes in
behaviour; and second, it should articulate a clear chain of causality, with sensitivity analyses
associated with each element in the chain.
Market shares and ease of entry
6.12. From the supply side, questions relating to the overall structure of the market both in the UK and
globally are clearly important from a number of different perspectives. We have therefore
considered whether as part of our proposed framework it could be useful to monitor trends in the
market shares of publishers grouped by category (commercial, not-for-profit, learned society), by
size in terms of numbers of journals and articles published globally, and perhaps at journal level by
OA/non-OA category (fully OA, hybrid, delayed OA, subscription-only). The overall shape at
present is well-known, with a relatively small number of large and medium-sized publishers, and a
long tail of much smaller publishers, some of which publish only one or two journals. But the rise of
the new born-OA publishers has already had an impact on that shape; and other factors may come
into play during – and in part as a result of – the transition to OA.
6.13. A broad indication of changes may be garnered from the data and indicators on accessibility which
we outline in Section 3 above. But in order to generate a more detailed picture, we propose that
data on numbers of titles (fully-OA, hybrid, delayed access and subscription-only) and of articles
published in each category of journal should be gathered from the major publishers. An audit check
should be undertaken on a sample of the journals, and indicators produced on the market shares of
different categories of publisher.
6.14. A related issue is the ease with which new products and services can enter the market: one of the
assumed benefits of OA is that it reduces the barriers to entry into the market for new players.
Hence we considered whether it would be straightforward to detect trends in the entry of new
players. We concluded that any data that could be readily collected was unlikely to be
comprehensive, and would be difficult to interpret. Hence we do not propose that the framework
should make any attempt to address the issue, at least for the near future15.
Price signals and market effectiveness
6.15. The Finch Group noted that one of the arguments in favour of Gold OA is that it makes pricing
more transparent to researchers. The effectiveness of the market in terms of price differentiation and

Any exercise to assess barriers to entry would need, of course, to gather and analyse data on trends in the actual
entry of new players
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signals to researchers, universities and funders has been the subject of a recent study by Bjork and
Solomon16, and we may anticipate further attention being paid to this issue.
6.16. The extent to which researchers, their institutions and funders are influenced by the price of APCs
when making their decisions on where to publish is an empirical one, and we propose that it should
be addressed through a mixture of critical incident and conjoint analysis questions in the survey of
researchers that we propose in paragraphs 7.2-7.5 below.
Learned societies
6.17. The potential impact on UK learned societies of the transition to OA was a matter of significant
concern for the Finch Group, since many societies depend for a significant part of their overall
income on the surpluses generated by their journals. The concern is that moves towards OA would
bring significant risks to those surpluses, and thus to societies’ ability to fund a wide range of their
activities in support of the research community. Moreover, substantial proportions of societies’
publishing revenues derive from overseas sales, which are thus available to contribute to their work
in support of the UK and broader research base. Such concerns are widely shared, and some work
related to the roles of and the risks to learned societies has been initiated and commissioned by
HEFCE and by the ESRC.
6.18. We have considered how best to gather and analyse useful data on these issues as part of the
framework. We propose that data on the overall income and expenditure – as well as the volumes of
journal-related income and expenditure – should be gathered by surveying a sample of societies.
The construction of the sample will have to be undertaken with care, and it will need to be
sufficiently large to cover the various kinds of societies. Moreover, the survey data will require
careful interpretation, to take account of factors such as the launch of new journals, new contracts
with publishers and so on. We believe that such data should provide a valuable – albeit broad –
overall picture in which individual societies will be able to locate their own position. It should also
provide valuable evidence for more detailed studies.

16

Bo-Christer Björk and David Solomon Developing an Effective Market for Open Access Article Processing Charges, 2014.
Accessible at
http://www.wellcome.ac.uk/stellent/groups/corporatesite/@policy_communications/documents/web_document/wt
p055910.pdf

Summary


Data should be gathered annually from a stratified sample of universities on their
expenditure on
o

APCs and on other publication charges, and the number of articles for
which they have been paid

o


journal subscriptions, including both print and e-journals

Ideally, information should also be gathered on universities’ expenditure from
Wellcome Trust and RCUK block grants to meet the costs of APCs and for other
purposes; their use of other funds to meet APCs; and on the overall numbers of
articles published, and the number deposited in the institutional repository.



Data on the numbers of titles (fully-OA, hybrid, delayed access and subscriptiononly) and of articles published in each category of journal should be gathered from
the major publishers. An audit check of numbers should be undertaken on a
sample of the journals



In the survey we propose in Section 7, authors should be asked questions to assess
the extent to which they and their institutions are influenced by the price of APCs
when making decisions on where to publish



Data should be gathered from a sample of UK learned societies on their overall as
well as their journal-related income and expenditure.

7. Quality of services to readers and authors
Author services
7.1.

It is often argued that the quality of the services provided to authors by journals – many of them
based in the UK – represents one of the key underpinnings for the success of the UK research
community. Some commentators have suggested that the transition to OA might have an impact –
for good or ill - on the quality of those services, with a possible consequent impact on the
performance of UK researchers. The Government has commissioned successive comparative studies
of UK levels of performance17, and we assume that such studies will continue. But in the context of
the transition to OA we believe that it will be important to monitor trends in authors’ perceptions of
the quality of service they receive from journals of different kinds.

7.2.

We therefore propose that annual surveys should be undertaken of authors’ perceptions and
experiences in their interactions with journals. Our preference would be for each survey to make use
of a random sample of UK researchers drawn from a reputable and comprehensive database. If that
is impracticable on grounds of cost or data protection, then a stratified sample of publishers could
be asked to send emails to a random sample of authors with a request to complete a survey
instrument held on a single website.

7.3.

The surveys should use a critical incident technique focusing on authors’ most recent completed
interaction with a journal (leading either to rejection or to acceptance and publication). In addition
to basic information about themselves (position, institution, but not even necessarily name) and
about the subject matter of the article, questions would relate to their levels of satisfaction with the
service they have received in relation to that particular publication or submission. They would also
be asked to name the journal and state why they chose it. Specific questions would also relate (but
not be limited) to issues such as
a.

whether the article had been submitted to other journals before it was finally accepted

b.

whether it was revised or amended as a result of the peer review process before final
acceptance, and the nature and extent of such revisions

c.

authors’ satisfaction with the levels of service at key stages of the publication process

d.

the time elapsed between submission and a first editorial decision, and between notification of
acceptance and publication.

7.4.

We are aware, of course, of the limitations of such surveys. But we believe that a survey of this kind,
conducted annually, would provide valuable information on trends.

7.5.

We also suggest a further development of the survey, using conjoint analysis techniques to probe
the factors which underlay respondents’ choice of journal: speed of decision and of publication,

The most recent was the International Comparative Performance of the UK Research Base – 2013, prepared by Elsevier
for the Department of Business Innovation and Skills.:
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/263729/bis-13-1297-internationalcomparative-performance-of-the-UK-research-base-2013.pdf (viewed 31 January 2014).
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status in the field (however authors might assess that), reach and breadth of audience, previous
experience with the journal, compliance with funders’ policies, need to pay an APC (and its level)
etc. Such an analysis could provide valuable information about the drivers and the barriers
affecting the pace and the extent of the shift to OA. The challenge, as in all conjoint analysis
exercises, would be to achieve an appropriate balance between over-simple and over-complex
approaches, while keeping costs acceptable.
Reader services
7.6.

Services to readers18 are critically important to the efficient conduct of research and to enhancing its
impact. They have developed enormously in the past decade: search and navigation services;
linking to other publications and to underlying datasets; semantic enrichment of various kinds;
metrics (including ‘alt-metrics’) again of many different kinds; and reference management and
sharing services. Such services are provided by a range of agencies including publishers (both OA
and non-OA), aggregators and secondary publishers of different kinds, libraries, and many new
intermediaries and service providers.

7.7.

The development and take-up of these many different services is a highly-significant part of the
scholarly communications landscape, and some of them are facilitated by OA. But we see no
necessary relationship between the development and use of high-quality reader services and the
transition to OA. Moreover, we can see no straightforward way of gathering useful data in relation
to reader services. Hence we have concluded that, for the time being at least, they should not feature
in the framework we propose.
Summary


Annual surveys should be undertaken to assess authors’ perceptions and
experiences in relation to their most recent completed interaction with a journal



We do not recommend at this stage a parallel survey of readers and users.

The primary and critically-important service that publishers provide for readers, of course, is to publish and
disseminate high-quality reports of the latest research.
18

8. Costs and governance
8.1.

We are aware that, while we have tried to keep issues relating to costs and cost-effectiveness in
mind in developing our proposals, implementation will require the deployment of significant
resources. In terms of the overall budgets of research funders and universities, and even of the
information-related budgets of libraries and publishers, the amounts are small, however, and we
believe that they are well-justified. Our estimates of likely costs in terms of person-days required to
undertake the work we propose are set out in Annex E.

8.2.

In line with our principle of joint ownership and responsibility, it is important that the processes of
gathering and analysing data, and generating indicators of the kind we propose, should be overseen
by a body that includes representatives of the key stakeholder groups: universities, research
funders, libraries, publishers and learned societies, as well as researchers themselves. Such a body is
now being convened by Universities UK, and we believe that it should take on this oversight role.

8.3.

Different agencies with access to relevant data, and the necessary expertise, should take
responsibility for undertaking the work, operating in concert with others as necessary and
appropriate. But it will be important that the UUK-convened body should give close attention to the
work as it proceeds, provide a sounding board as the work progresses and issues arise, and take full
responsibility for what is published and made available for others to use. It should also review the
reception of the work, and suggestions for improvements and refinements to the proposals we set
out here. As noted in Section 1, we recommend a light-touch review after the first annual exercise,
and a more thoroughgoing review after the second.
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Annex B
Criteria for identifying versions of articles

Annex C
Moving cohort samples for articles
Cohort sampling approach for assessing OA accessibility

Date of publication/ testing
6 month intervals
Cohort 1 (A-E)
published
tested

Jan-12

Jun-12

Jan-13

Jun-13

Jan/Feb 14

A

B

C

D

E
A25 months, B19
months, C13 months, D7
months, E1 month

Cohort 2 (F)
published
tested

Jun/Jul 14

Jan/Feb 15

Jun/Jul 15

Jan/Feb 16

B25, C19, D13, E7

C25, D19, E13

D25, E19

E25

F
F1

F7

F13

F19

F25

G
G1

G7

G13

G19

G25

H
H1

H7

H13

H19

H25

I
I1

I7

I13

I19

I25

J
J1

J7

J13

J19

Cohort 3 (G)
published
tested
Cohort 4 (H)
published
tested
Cohort 5 (I)
published
tested
Cohort 6 (J)
published
tested

Jun/Jul 16

Jan/Feb 17

12 month intervals
Cohort 1 (A-D)
published

tested
Cohort 2 (E-F)
published
tested
Cohort 3 (G-H)
published
tested
Cohort 4 (I-J)
published
tested

A

B

C

D
A25 months, B13
months,C7 months,
D1 month

E

B25,D13

D25

F
E7, F1

F13

F25

H
G7, H1

H13

G

I

J
I7, J1

Jun/Jul 17

Jan/Feb 18

Annex D
Stratified sampling for universities
Our proposed sampling approach for identifying universities which would be asked to
provide information on expenditure on APCs and on subscriptions would involve the
creation of a sample of 18 HEIs, after
a. identifying three groups of institutions based on the number of articles and
proceedings published in 2012, with the size of each group increasing as the
number of publications falls; and randomly selecting 6 from each group (so that the
chance of selection is higher for the most highly-productive institutions)
b. assessing that sample and then modifying it to ensure that it includes
i.

a reasonable geographical spread across the UK, including at least one
institution from Wales, and two from Scotland

ii.

at least one specialist institution

iii.

an overall spread of publications by subject (as in the four REF panels) that is
broadly in line with the proportions for the UK as a whole.

Annex E
Costs
We have sought throughout our discussions to avoid the risk of specifying tasks that are
over-ambitious and too costly. We cannot be sure about the costs of the key tasks set out in
our recommendations, but we have drawn on evidence from others who have undertaken
similar work as to the number of days required. Our estimates are set out below.
1. identifying publishers and journals

15 days

making use of the four different routes
to OA
2. creating samples of published articles,

60 days

undertaking automated queries to
identify accessible versions, and
manual checking of those versions
3. gathering and audit of data from major

20 days

publishers on ‘supply’ of OA options,
and on numbers of journals and articles
published
4. gathering and analysing expenditure

20 days

data for 18 universities
5. survey of income and expenditure from

15 days

learned societies
6. author survey

20 days, depending on extent and use of
external address lists

7. oversight and management of data

15 days

gathering and analysis

The overall total here is 165 days, with a fair proportion of the work to be undertaken at
junior level, but a need also for significant input at more senior level.

