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1
What Is Open Access?

Shifting from ink on paper to digital text suddenly allows
us to make perfect copies of our work. Shifting from isolated computers to a globe-spanning network of connected
computers suddenly allows us to share perfect copies of
our work with a worldwide audience at essentially no cost.
About thirty years ago this kind of free global sharing became something new under the sun. Before that, it would
have sounded like a quixotic dream.
Digital technologies have created more than one revolution. Let’s call this one the access revolution.
Why don’t more authors take advantage of the access
revolution to reach more readers? The answer is pretty
clear. Authors who share their works in this way aren’t
selling them, and even authors with purposes higher than
money depend on sales to make a living. Or at least they
appreciate sales.

Let’s sharpen the question, then, by putting to one
side authors who want to sell their work. We can even acknowledge that we’re putting aside the vast majority of
authors.
Imagine a tribe of authors who write serious and useful work, and who follow a centuries-old custom of giving it
away without charge. I don’t mean a group of rich authors
who don’t need money. I mean a group of authors defined
by their topics, genres, purposes, incentives, and institutional circumstances, not by their wealth. In fact, very few
are wealthy. For now, it doesn’t matter who these authors
are, how rare they are, what they write, or why they follow this peculiar custom. It’s enough to know that their
employers pay them salaries, freeing them to give away
their work, that they write for impact rather than money,
and that they score career points when they make the kind
of impact they hoped to make. Suppose that selling their
work would actually harm their interests by shrinking
their audience, reducing their impact, and distorting their
professional goals by steering them toward popular topics
and away from the specialized questions on which they are
experts.
If authors like that exist, at least they should take advantage of the access revolution. The dream of global free
access can be a reality for them, even if most other authors
hope to earn royalties and feel obliged to sit out this particular revolution.

2  Chapter 1

It’s enough to know
that their employers pay
them salaries, freeing
them to give away their
work, that they write
for impact rather than
money, and that they
score career points when
they make the kind
of impact they hoped
to make.

These lucky authors are scholars, and the works they
customarily write and publish without payment are peerreviewed articles in scholarly journals. Open access is the
name of the revolutionary kind of access these authors,
unencumbered by a motive of financial gain, are free to
provide to their readers.
Open access (OA) literature is digital, online, free
of charge, and free of most copyright and licensing
restrictions.
We could call it “barrier-free” access, but that would
emphasize the negative rather than the positive. In any
case, we can be more specific about which access barriers
OA removes.
A price tag is a significant access barrier. Most works
with price tags are individually affordable. But when a
scholar needs to read or consult hundreds of works for
one research project, or when a library must provide access for thousands of faculty and students working on
tens of thousands of topics, and when the volume of new
work grows explosively every year, price barriers become
insurmountable. The resulting access gaps harm authors
by limiting their audience and impact, harm readers by
limiting what they can retrieve and read, and thereby
harm research from both directions. OA removes price
barriers.
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Copyright can also be a significant access barrier. If you
have access to a work for reading but want to translate it
into another language, distribute copies to colleagues, copy
the text for mining with sophisticated software, or reformat it for reading with new technology, then you generally
need the permission of the copyright holder. That makes
sense when the author wants to sell the work and when
the use you have in mind could undermine sales. But for research articles we’re generally talking about authors from
the special tribe who want to share their work as widely
as possible. Even these authors, however, tend to transfer their copyrights to intermediaries—publishers—who
want to sell their work. As a result, users may be hampered
in their research by barriers erected to serve intermediaries rather than authors. In addition, replacing user freedom with permission-seeking harms research authors by
limiting the usefulness of their work, harms research readers by limiting the uses they may make of works even when
they have access, and thereby harms research from both
directions. OA removes these permission barriers.
Removing price barriers means that readers are not
limited by their own ability to pay, or by the budgets of the
institutions where they may have library privileges. Removing permission barriers means that scholars are free
to use or reuse literature for scholarly purposes. These
purposes include reading and searching, but also redistributing, translating, text mining, migrating to new media,
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Terminology

When we need to, we can be more specific about
access vehicles and access barriers. In the jargon,
OA delivered by journals is called gold OA, and
OA delivered by repositories is called green OA.
Work that is not open access, or that is available
only for a price, is called toll access (TA). Over the
years I’ve asked publishers for a neutral, nonpejorative and nonhonorific term for toll-access
publishers, and conventional publishers is the
suggestion I hear most often. While every kind
of OA removes price barriers, there are many different permission barriers we could remove if we
wanted to. If we remove price barriers alone, we
provide gratis OA, and if we remove at least some
permission barriers as well, we provide libre OA.
(Also see section 3.1 on green/gold and section
3.3 on gratis/libre.)

long-term archiving, and innumerable new forms of research, analysis, and processing we haven’t yet imagined.
OA makes work more useful in both ways, by making it
available to more people who can put it to use, and by freeing those people to use and reuse it.
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OA was defined in three influential public statements: the Budapest Open Access Initiative (February
2002), the Bethesda Statement on Open Access Publishing
(June 2003), and the Berlin Declaration on Open Access
to Knowledge in the Sciences and Humanities (October
2003).1 I sometimes refer to their overlap or common
ground as the BBB definition of OA. My definition here
is the BBB definition reduced to its essential elements
and refined with some post-BBB terminology (green, gold,
gratis, libre) for speaking precisely about subspecies of OA.
Here’s how the Budapest statement defined OA:
There are many degrees and kinds of wider and
easier access to [research] literature. By “open access”
to this literature, we mean its free availability on
the public internet, 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 software, or use them
for any other lawful purpose, without financial, legal,
or technical barriers other than those inseparable
from gaining access to the internet itself. The only
constraint on reproduction and distribution, and the
only role for copyright in this domain, should be to
give authors control over the integrity of their work
and the right to be properly acknowledged and cited.
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Here’s how the Bethesda and Berlin statements put it:
For a work to be OA, the copyright holder must consent
in advance to let users “copy, use, distribute, transmit
and display the work publicly and to make and distribute derivative works, in any digital medium for any
responsible purpose, subject to proper attribution of
authorship.”
Note that all three legs of the BBB definition go beyond removing price barriers to removing permission
barriers, or beyond gratis OA to libre OA. But at the same
time, all three allow at least one limit on user freedom: an
obligation to attribute the work to the author. The purpose of OA is to remove barriers to all legitimate scholarly uses for scholarly literature, but there’s no legitimate
scholarly purpose in suppressing attribution to the texts
we use. (That’s why my shorthand definition says that OA
literature is free of “most” rather than “all” copyright and
licensing restrictions.)
The basic idea of OA is simple: Make research literature available online without price barriers and without
most permission barriers. Even the implementation is
simple enough that the volume of peer-reviewed OA literature and the number of institutions providing it have
grown at an increasing rate for more than a decade. If there
are complexities, they lie in the transition from where we
are now to a world in which OA is the default for new research. This is complicated because the major obstacles
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are not technical, legal, or economic, but cultural. (More in
chapter 9 on the future.)2
In principle, any kind of digital content can be OA,
since any digital content can be put online without price or
permission barriers. Moreover, any kind of content can be
digital: texts, data, images, audio, video, multimedia, and
executable code. We can have OA music and movies, news
and novels, sitcoms and software—and to different degrees we already do. But the term “open access” was coined
by researchers trying to remove access barriers to research.
The next section explains why.

1.1

What Makes OA Possible?3

OA is made possible by the internet and copyright-holder
consent. But why would a copyright holder consent to OA?
Two background facts suggest the answer. First, authors are the copyright holders for their work until or unless they transfer rights to someone else, such as a publisher.
Second, scholarly journals generally don’t pay authors
for their research articles, which frees this special tribe of
authors to consent to OA without losing revenue. This fact
distinguishes scholars decisively from musicians and moviemakers, and even from most other kinds of authors. This
is why controversies about OA to music and movies don’t
carry over to OA for research articles.
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Both facts are critical, but the second is nearly unknown outside the academic world. It’s not a new fact of
academic life, arising from a recent economic downturn in
the publishing industry. Nor is it a case of corporate exploitation of unworldly academics. Scholarly journals haven’t
paid authors for their articles since the first scholarly journals, the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of
London and the Journal des sçavans, launched in London
and Paris in 1665.4
The academic custom to write research articles for impact rather than money may be a lucky accident that could
have been otherwise. Or it may be a wise adaptation that
would eventually evolve in any culture with a serious research subculture. (The optimist in me wants to believe
the latter, but the evolution of copyright law taunts that
optimism.) This peculiar custom does more than insulate
cutting-edge research from the market and free scholars
to consent to OA without losing revenue. It also supports
academic freedom and the kinds of serious inquiry that
advance knowledge. It frees researchers to challenge conventional wisdom and defend unpopular ideas, which are
essential to academic freedom. At the same time it frees
them to microspecialize and defend ideas of immediate
interest to just a handful people in the world, which are
essential to pushing the frontiers of knowledge.
This custom doesn’t guarantee that truth-seeking
won’t be derailed by profit-seeking, and it doesn’t guarantee
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The academic custom to
write research articles
for impact rather than
money may be a lucky
accident that could
have been otherwise.
Or it may be a wise
adaptation that would
eventually evolve in any
culture with a serious
research subculture.

that we’ll eventually fill the smallest gaps in our collaborative understanding of the world. It doesn’t even guarantee
that scholars won’t sometimes play for the crowd and detour into fad thinking. But it removes a major distraction
by allowing them, if they wish, to focus on what is likely
to be true rather than what is likely to sell. It’s a payment
structure we need for good research itself, not just for
good access to research, and it’s the key to the legal and
economic lock that would otherwise shackle steps toward
OA.
Creative people who live by royalties, such as novelists,
musicians, and moviemakers, may consider this scholarly
tradition a burden and sacrifice for scholars. We might
even agree, provided we don’t overlook a few facts. First,
it’s a sacrifice that scholars have been making for nearly
350 years. OA to research articles doesn’t depend on asking
royalty-earning authors to give up their royalties. Second,
academics have salaries from universities, freeing them to
dive deeply into their research topics and publish specialized articles without market appeal. Many musicians and
moviemakers might envy that freedom to disregard sales
and popular taste. Third, academics receive other, less tangible rewards from their institutions—like promotion and
tenure—when their research is recognized by others, accepted, cited, applied, and built upon.
It’s no accident that faculty who advance knowledge in
their fields also advance their careers. Academics are pas-
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sionate about certain topics, ideas, questions, inquiries, or
disciplines. They feel lucky to have jobs in which they may
pursue these passions and even luckier to be rewarded for
pursuing them. Some focus single-mindedly on carrying
an honest pebble to the pile of knowledge (as John Lange
put it), having an impact on their field, or scooping others working on the same questions. Others focus strategically on building the case for promotion and tenure. But
the two paths converge, which is not a fortuitous fact of
nature but an engineered fact of life in the academy. As incentives for productivity, these intangible career benefits
may be stronger for the average researcher than royalties
are for the average novelist or musician. (In both domains,
bountiful royalties for superstars tell us nothing about
effective payment models for the long tail of less stellar
professionals.)
There’s no sense in which research would be more free,
efficient, or effective if academics took a more “businesslike” position, behaved more like musicians and moviemakers, abandoned their insulation from the market, and
tied their income to the popularity of their ideas. Nonacademics who urge academics to come to their senses and
demand royalties even for journal articles may be more
naive about nonprofit research than academics are about
for-profit business.5
We can take this a step further. Scholars can afford to
ignore sales because they have salaries and research grants
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to take the place of royalties. But why do universities pay
salaries and why do funding agencies award grants? They
do it to advance research and the range of public interests
served by research. They don’t do it to earn profits from
the results. They are all nonprofit. They certainly don’t do
it to make scholarly writings into gifts to enrich publishers,
especially when conventional publishers erect access barriers at the expense of research. Universities and funding
agencies pay researchers to make their research into gifts
to the public in the widest sense.
Public and private funding agencies are essentially
public and private charities, funding research they regard
as useful or beneficial. Universities have a public purpose
as well, even when they are private institutions. We support the public institutions with public funds, and we
support the private ones with tax exemptions for their
property and tax deductions for their donors.
We’d have less knowledge, less academic freedom,
and less OA if researchers worked for royalties and made
their research articles into commodities rather than gifts.
It should be no surprise, then, that more and more funding agencies and universities are adopting strong OA policies. Their mission to advance research leads them directly
to logic of OA: With a few exceptions, such as classified
research, research that is worth funding or facilitating is
worth sharing with everyone who can make use of it. (See
chapter 4 on OA policies.)
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Newcomers to OA often assume that OA helps readers
and hurts authors, and that the reader side of the scholarly
soul must beg the author side to make the necessary sacrifice. But OA benefits authors as well as readers. Authors
want access to readers at least as much as readers want
access to authors. All authors want to cultivate a larger audience and greater impact. Authors who work for royalties
have reason to compromise and settle for the smaller audience of paying customers. But authors who aren’t paid for
their writing have no reason to compromise.
It takes nothing away from a disinterested desire to
advance knowledge to recognize that scholarly publication
is accompanied by a strong interest in impact and career
building. The result is a mix of interested and disinterested
motives. The reasons to make work OA are essentially the
same as the reasons to publish. Authors who make their
work OA are always serving others but not always acting
from altruism. In fact, the idea that OA depends on author
altruism slows down OA progress by hiding the role of author self-interest.
Another aspect of author self-interest emerges from
the well-documented phenomenon that OA articles are
cited more often than non-OA articles, even when they are
published in the same issue of the same journal. There’s
growing evidence that OA articles are downloaded more
often as well, and that journals converting to OA see a rise
in their submissions and citation impact.6
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There are many hypotheses to explain the correlation
between OA and increased citations, but it’s likely that
ongoing studies will show that much of the correlation is
simply due to the larger audience and heightened visibility
provided by OA itself. When you enlarge the audience for
an article, you also enlarge the subset of the audience that
will later cite it, including professionals in the same field
at institutions unable to afford subscription access. OA
enlarges the potential audience, including the potential
professional audience, far beyond that for even the most
prestigious and popular subscription journals.
In any case, these studies bring a welcome note of author self-interest to the case for OA. OA is not a sacrifice
for authors who write for impact rather than money. It
increases a work’s visibility, retrievability, audience, usage, and citations, which all convert to career building. For
publishing scholars, it would be a bargain even if it were
costly, difficult, and time-consuming. But as we’ll see, it’s
not costly, not difficult, and not time-consuming.
My colleague Stevan Harnad frequently compares research articles to advertisements. They advertise the author’s research. Try telling advertisers that they’re making
a needless sacrifice by allowing people to read their ads
without having to pay for the privilege. Advertisers give
away their ads and even pay to place them where they
might be seen. They do this to benefit themselves, and
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scholars have the same interest in sharing their message
as widely as possible.7
Because any content can be digital, and any digital
content can be OA, OA needn’t be limited to royalty-free
literature like research articles. Research articles are just
ripe examples of low-hanging fruit. OA could extend to
royalty-producing work like monographs, textbooks, novels, news, music, and movies. But as soon as we cross the
line into OA for royalty-producing work, authors will either lose revenue or fear that they will lose revenue. Either
way, they’ll be harder to persuade. But instead of concluding that royalty-producing work is off limits to OA, we
should merely conclude that it’s higher-hanging fruit. In
many cases we can still persuade royalty-earning authors
to consent to OA. (See section 5.3 on OA for books.)
Authors of scholarly research articles aren’t the only
players who work without pay in the production of research literature. In general, scholarly journals don’t pay
editors or referees either. In general, editors and referees
are paid salaries by universities to free them, like authors,
to donate their time and labor to ensure the quality of new
work appearing in scholarly journals. An important consequence follows. All the key players in peer review can consent to OA without losing revenue. OA needn’t dispense
with peer review or favor unrefereed manuscripts over
refereed articles. We can aim for the prize of OA to peerreviewed scholarship. (See section 5.1 on peer review.)
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Of course, conventional publishers are not as free as authors, editors, and referees to forgo revenue. This is a central
fact in the transition to OA, and it explains why the interests
of scholars and conventional publishers diverge more in the
digital age than they diverged earlier. But not all publishers
are conventional, and not all conventional publishers will
carry print-era business models into the digital age.
Academic publishers are not monolithic. Some new
ones were born OA and some older ones have completely
converted to OA. Many provide OA to some of their work
but not all of it. Some are experimenting with OA, and
some are watching the experiments of others. Most allow
green OA (through repositories) and a growing number offer at least some kind of gold OA (through journals). Some
are supportive, some undecided, some opposed. Among
the opposed, some have merely decided not to provide OA
themselves, while others lobby actively against policies to
encourage or require OA. Some oppose gold but not green
OA, while others oppose green but not gold OA.
OA gains nothing and loses potential allies by blurring
these distinctions. This variety reminds us (to paraphrase
Tim O’Reilly) that OA doesn’t threaten publishing; it only
threatens existing publishers who do not adapt.8
A growing number of journal publishers have chosen
business models allowing them to dispense with subscription revenue and offer OA. They have expenses but they
also have revenue to cover their expenses. In fact, some
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OA publishers are for-profit and profitable. (See chapter 7
on economics.)
Moreover, peer review is done by dedicated volunteers
who don’t care how a journal pays its bills, or even whether
the journal is in the red or the black. If all peer-reviewed
journals converted to OA overnight, the authors, editors,
and referees would have the same incentives to participate
in peer review that they had the day before. They needn’t
stop offering their services, needn’t lower their standards,
and needn’t make sacrifices they weren’t already making. They volunteer their time not because of a journal’s
choice of business model but because of its contribution
to research. They could carry on with solvent or insolvent
subscription publishers, with solvent or insolvent OA publishers, or even without publishers.
The Budapest Open Access Initiative said in February
2002: “An old tradition and a new technology have converged to make possible an unprecedented public good. The
old tradition is the willingness of scientists and scholars
to publish the fruits of their research in scholarly journals
without payment. . . . The new technology is the internet.”9
To see what this willingness looks like without the medium
to give it effect, look at scholarship in the age of print. Author gifts turned into publisher commodities, and access
gaps for readers were harmfully large and widespread. (Access gaps are still harmfully large and widespread, but only
because OA is not yet the default for new research.) To see
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what the medium looks like without the willingness, look
at music and movies in the age of the internet. The need
for royalties keeps creators from reaching everyone who
would enjoy their work.
A beautiful opportunity exists where the willingness
and the medium overlap. A scholarly custom that evolved
in the seventeenth century frees scholars to take advantage of the access revolution in the twentieth and twentyfirst. Because scholars are nearly unique in following this
custom, they are nearly unique in their freedom to take
advantage of this revolution without financial risk. In this
sense, the planets have aligned for scholars. Most other
authors are constrained to fear rather than seize the opportunities created by the internet.

1.2 What OA Is Not10

We can dispel a cloud of objections and misunderstandings
simply by pointing out a few things that OA is not. (Many
of these points will be elaborated in later chapters.)
1. OA isn’t an attempt to bypass peer review. OA is
compatible with every kind of peer review, from the most
conservative to the most innovative, and all the major
public statements on OA insist on its importance. Because
scholarly journals generally don’t pay peer-reviewing editors and referees, just as they don’t pay authors, all the participants in peer review can consent to OA without losing
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revenue. While OA to unrefereed preprints is useful and
widespread, the OA movement isn’t limited to unrefereed
preprints and, if anything, focuses on OA to peer-reviewed
articles. (More in section 5.1 on peer review.)
2. OA isn’t an attempt to reform, violate, or abolish
copyright. It’s compatible with copyright law as it is. OA
would benefit from the right kinds of copyright reforms,
and many dedicated people are working on them. But it
needn’t wait for reforms and hasn’t waited. OA literature
avoids copyright problems in exactly the same way that
conventional toll-access literature does. For older works, it
takes advantage of the public domain, and for newer works,
it rests on copyright-holder consent. (More in chapter 4 on
policies and chapter 6 on copyright.)
3. OA isn’t an attempt to deprive royalty-earning authors of income. The OA movement focuses on research
articles precisely because they don’t pay royalties. In any
case, inside and outside that focus, OA for copyrighted
work depends on copyright-holder consent. Hence, royalty-earning authors have nothing to fear but persuasion
that the benefits of OA might outweigh the risks to royalties. (More in section 5.3 on OA for books.)
4. OA isn’t an attempt to deny the reality of costs. No
serious OA advocate has ever argued that OA literature
is costless to produce, although many argue that it is less
expensive to produce than conventionally published literature, even less expensive than born-digital toll-access
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Terminology

We could talk about vigilante OA, infringing OA,
piratical OA, or OA without consent. That sort of
OA could violate copyrights and deprive royaltyearning authors of royalties against their will.
But we could also talk about vigilante publishing, infringing publishing, piratical publishing,
or publishing without consent. Both happen.
However, we generally reserve the term “publishing” for lawful publishing, and tack on special
adjectives to describe unlawful variations on
the theme. Likewise, I’ll reserve the term “open
access” for lawful OA that carries the consent of
the relevant rightsholder.

literature. The question is not whether research literature
can be made costless, but whether there are better ways
to pay the bills than charging readers and creating access
barriers. (More in chapter 7 on economics.)
5. OA isn’t an attempt to reduce authors’ rights over
their work. On the contrary, OA depends on author decisions and requires authors to exercise more rights or
control over their work than they are allowed to exercise
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under traditional publishing contracts. One OA strategy is
for authors to retain some of the rights they formerly gave
publishers, including the right to authorize OA. Another
OA strategy is for publishers to permit more uses than
they formerly permitted, including permission for authors
to make OA copies of their work. By contrast, traditional
journal-publishing contracts demand that authors transfer all rights to publishers, and author rights or control
cannot sink lower than that. (See chapters 4 on policies
and 6 on copyright.)
6. OA isn’t an attempt to reduce academic freedom.
Academic authors remain free to submit their work to
the journals or publishers of their choice. Policies requiring OA do so conditionally, for example, for researchers
who choose to apply for a certain kind of grant. In addition, these policies generally build in exceptions, waiver
options, or both. Since 2008 most university OA policies
have been adopted by faculty deeply concerned to preserve and even enhance their prerogatives. (See chapter
4 on OA policies.)
7. OA isn’t an attempt to relax rules against plagiarism. All the public definitions of OA support author attribution, even construed as a “restriction” on users. All the
major open licenses require author attribution. Moreover,
plagiarism is typically punished by the plagiarist’s institution rather than by courts, that is, by social norms rather
than by law. Hence, even when attribution is not legally
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required, plagiarism is still a punishable offense and no
OA policy anywhere interferes with those punishments. In
any case, if making literature digital and online makes plagiarism easier to commit, then OA makes plagiarism easier
to detect. Not all plagiarists are smart, but the smart ones
will not steal from OA sources indexed in every search engine. In this sense, OA deters plagiarism.11
8. OA isn’t an attempt to punish or undermine conventional publishers. OA is an attempt to advance the interests of research, researchers, and research institutions.
The goal is constructive, not destructive. If OA does eventually harm toll-access publishers, it will be in the way
that personal computers harmed typewriter manufacturers. The harm was not the goal, but a side effect of developing something better. Moreover, OA doesn’t challenge
publishers or publishing per se, just one business model
for publishing, and it’s far easier for conventional publishers to adapt to OA than for typewriter manufacturers
to adapt to computers. In fact, most toll-access publishers are already adapting, by allowing author-initiated OA,
providing some OA themselves, or experimenting with
OA. (See section 3.1 on green OA and chapter 8 on casualties.)12
9. OA doesn’t require boycotting any kind of literature
or publisher. It doesn’t require boycotting toll-access research any more than free online journalism requires boycotting priced online journalism. OA doesn’t require us to
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strike toll-access literature from our personal reading lists,
course syllabi, or libraries. Some scholars who support OA
decide to submit new work only to OA journals, or to donate their time as editors or referees only to OA journals,
in effect boycotting toll-access journals as authors, editors,
and referees. But this choice is not forced by the definition
of OA, by a commitment to OA, or by any OA policy, and
most scholars who support OA continue to work with tollaccess journals. In any case, even those scholars who do
boycott toll-access journals as authors, editors, or referees
don’t boycott them as readers. (Here we needn’t get into
the complexity that some toll-access journals effectively
create involuntary reader boycotts by pricing their journals out of reach of readers who want access.)
10. OA isn’t primarily about bringing access to lay
readers. If anything, the OA movement focuses on bringing access to professional researchers whose careers depend on access. But there’s no need to decide which users
are primary and which are secondary. The publishing lobby
sometimes argues that the primary beneficiaries of OA are
lay readers, perhaps to avoid acknowledging how many
professional researchers lack access, or perhaps to set up
the patronizing counter-argument that lay people don’t
care to read research literature and wouldn’t understand
it if they tried. OA is about bringing access to everyone
with an internet connection who wants access, regardless
of their professions or purposes. There’s no doubt that if
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we put “professional researchers” and “everyone else” into
separate categories, a higher percentage of researchers will
want access to research literature, even after taking into
account that many already have paid access through their
institutions. But it’s far from clear why that would matter, especially when providing OA to all internet users is
cheaper and simpler than providing OA to just a subset of
worthy internet users.
If party-goers in New York and New Jersey can both
enjoy the Fourth of July fireworks in New York Harbor,
then the sponsors needn’t decide that one group is primary, even if a simple study could show which group is
more numerous. If this analogy breaks down, it’s because
New Jersey residents who can’t see the fireworks gain
nothing from New Yorkers who can. But research does offer this double or indirect benefit. When OA research directly benefits many lay readers, so much the better. But
when it doesn’t, it still benefits everyone indirectly by
benefiting researchers directly. (Also see section 5.5.1 on
access for lay readers.)
11. Finally, OA isn’t universal access. Even when we
succeed at removing price and permission barriers, four
other kinds of access barrier might remain in place:
• Filtering and censorship barriers Many schools,
employers, ISPs, and governments want to limit what
users can see.
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• Language barriers Most online literature is in English, or another single language, and machine translation is still very weak.
• Handicap access barriers Most web sites are not yet
as accessible to handicapped users as they should be.
• Connectivity barriers The digital divide keeps billions of people offline, including millions of scholars,
and impedes millions of others with slow, flaky, or
low-bandwidth internet connections.
Most us want to remove all four of these barriers. But
there’s no reason to save the term open access until we succeed. In the long climb to universal access, removing price
and permission barriers is a significant plateau worth recognizing with a special name.
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