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Abstract. This article reports on the outcome of a project launched in September 2019 to develop an approach to implementing
the price transparency principle of Plan S. It was clear from the outset that mobilising stakeholder engagement and support
would be crucial to success. It was also clear that this would be a challenge. While funders, libraries, and library consortia
were broadly supportive of the work, many publishers – both mixed model and OA-only – expressed significant concerns. A
framework consisting of title, contextual, and price metadata emerged and is described within.
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About the project

The principle of transparent pricing for Open Access (OA) publishing services has always been at the
heart of Plan S principles:

“When Open Access publication fees are applied, they must be commensurate with the publication services
delivered and the structure of such fees must be transparent.”

When the very first iteration of Plan S was published, it had a strong focus on setting a maximum price
that funders were prepared to pay. In the second iteration of Plan S price caps had been repositioned as a
fallback and the focus was on paying fair and reasonable prices.

In recognition that additional information would be needed by customers to assess whether prices were
indeed fair and reasonable a project was launched in September 2019. This was funded by Wellcome Trust
and UKRI and commissioned on behalf of cOAlition S. The authors were appointed to lead a collaborative
project with publishers, funders, and universities to develop a framework for these communications. The
funders also appointed a project steering group made up of representatives from these stakeholder groups.

Approach

During the project we consulted widely with stakeholders to gain an understanding of concerns and
needs and worked to gain the voluntary engagement and support of publishers. It was clear from the
outset that mobilising this engagement and support would be crucial to success. It was also clear that this
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would be a challenge. While funders, libraries, and library consortia were broadly supportive of the work,
many publishers – both mixed model and OA-only – expressed significant concerns about:

• being told what to price, how to price, or how to communicate about price;
• greater transparency with competitors giving rise to anti-trust issues, or conflict with fiduciary duties

to charity/shareholders;
• any focus on costs, because publisher prices reflect the market and the value provided and not only

costs;
• usefulness, as publishers record price and service information in different ways and costs and practices

vary enormously between houses, subject areas, and titles;
• a range of negative outcomes including the imposition of price caps, downward pressure on prices, or

funders and libraries ruling out of scope services that are valued by researchers or societies or that are
important for business continuity and innovation.

Throughout we worked to emphasise that this was an evolving framework driven by customers and
open to influence by publishers. We were mindful of competition law and fiduciary duties and sought
expert advice to ensure that the approach we developed would support competition and be aligned with
competition law.

We used an iterative process during the project, alternating discussions with the development of a
document or draft to then review and to build upon in further discussions. At each stage of the consultation
process, we sought broad engagement and took stakeholder feedback to refine and improve the framework.

Our starting point was a 2018 blog post by Kent Anderson in the Scholarly Kitchen which outlined 102
things journal publishers do [1]. We felt it was important for publishers to see the full spectrum of their
services acknowledged from the outset, and for other stakeholders to be aware of these services.

We next issued an online survey and invited participation from all stakeholders. This helped to make
the project tangible and stimulated engagement and input. It also provided us with an opportunity to see
whether or not customers were interested in having more insight into OA prices and services, and to test
if there were any significant differences in the perceptions of publishers and their customers. What it did
not shed much light on was the format any price transparency framework might take.

We then organised a workshop, hosted by the Wellcome Trust in London on 11 October 2019, for 28
invited participants including funders, librarians, library consortia, and publishers.

Following the workshop, we created a Strawman document and used it to engage publishers in
discussion at the Frankfurt Book Fair, at the Charleston Conference, and by phone. We discussed the
document with members during the second project Steering Group meeting. We worked through 3 drafts
of the Strawman in total, building it to reflect 5 price transparency framework ideas and 2 validation
service ideas.

A price and service transparency framework then developed through 12 drafts and evolved considerably
with intensive, usually constructive, input and iteration. We received comments and suggestions through
conversations, email, an online focus group, and webinars. In parallel, we discussed implementation with a
range of potential service providers to explore ways by which the data could be obtained, used, monitored,
and maintained.

This process and the feedback from it are described in detail in the full project report available online
for free download [2].
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Framework

The framework that emerged and which we recommended to cOAlition S is shown below in Fig. 1 and
is also available online [3].

Fig. 1. December 2019 version of price transparency framework.

To ease administration for publishers, these data could be provided one time per title or one time for a
range of specified, similar titles. We envisaged that the data might be reviewed and, if necessary, refreshed
annually or more often if prices change more frequently.
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1. Basic title metadata

Fig. 2. Basic title metadata.

Section 1 appears to be acceptable in principle to most stakeholders; however, there are some details
that could helpfully be addressed in a pilot:

• Line 5 allows multiple titles to be covered by one entry, and it would be helpful to have more detailed
guidance about how similar titles need to be in order for this to apply.

• Line 6 asks which of four subject areas a journal covers, and this may or may not be the right level of
granularity.

• Lines 7 and 8 request a standard organisational identifier and it would be helpful to specify which
identifier should be used.

• Lines 9 and 10 request list prices and there is considerable complexity here. APCs might not be the
only costs to authors if a journal also charges fees for colour, pages, or submission. Librarians suggest
that subscription list prices are irrelevant as no one pays these, and so it might be more sensible to ask
for list prices for a particular type or set of customers. There will be currency issues to consider.

• Librarians are keen to receive information about discounts and waivers that are available, and some
publishers are keen to provide this, so this might be another element to include.

2. Contextual metadata

Fig. 3. Contextual metadata.

Some feedback focused on the overall approach:

• The overall approach of collecting a number of metrics appears to be acceptable in principle because
in aggregate these give a better picture of the nature of a title than any single metric could possibly do.
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• However, there was real concern that this approach would favour larger publishers. Smaller publishers
without their own platforms are less likely to collect these data at present and would need to manually
aggregate information from many hosting sites.

• There was also concern that this approach would reinforce more traditional styles of buying and
publishing. Some publishers reject such metrics on principle as symbolic relics of an old system based
on the economics of prestige and scarcity.

• Societies and their publishing partners, or academic editorial committees and their university publishing
partners, would need to collaborate or else allocate responsibility for completing different lines, for those
titles where they share responsibility. This represents a new way of working for all parties.

Each of the lines triggered some pushback:

• The inclusion of a citation metric (line 20) was criticised more than any other line as it is not well
aligned with DORA [2 ] and because of variation in the number and speed of citations in HSS and
STEM subjects.

• We have included all lines because no single line received overwhelming pushback, and because there
are examples of publishers who provide each.

• This is an area of the framework that could be simplified to ease administration burdens, for example by
making this section optional, by requiring only a specific subset or a minimum number of the lines, or
by phasing in compliance requirements. Some consensus on these points is needed and could helpfully
be developed in a pilot.

3. Pricing information

Fig. 4. Pricing information.

Pricing information is the area where there is most divergence in views between customers who are
keen and some publishers who are absolutely not:

• There was pushback about how difficult this section would be to complete. In many cases this concern
was very genuine, but in some cases this concern seemed a bit disingenuous and the key concern more
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an unwillingness in principle to provide granular data. For perspective, the one publisher who has so far
shared its experience of completing the template reported that it took 1 hour to complete the information
for 3 titles, plus additional time that would be needed to validate the data with other colleagues. The
ability to group similar titles in one entry will ease the practical concerns.

• Societies and their publishing partners, or academic editorial committees and their university publishing
partners, would need to collaborate or else allocate responsibility for completing different lines, for those
titles where they share responsibility. Again, this represents a new way of working for all parties.

• There was much discussion of how accurate these figures need to be. Some publishers were comfortable
about providing thoughtful estimates, but others were very anxious that the figures be precise and
auditable. We envisage the first approach rather than the second, with validation provided by gathering
customer reviews of quality and value and not by auditing publisher figures. Implementation guidelines
or case studies of how publishers approach developing these figures would help and could be created
in a pilot.

It is important to highlight that this is not intended to be a cost accounting exercise. This is an
opportunity to give a sense of how you think about the proportion of effort or value you put into different
elements of your publishing service.

It is perhaps also helpful to emphasise that this is the section of the framework that customers found most
useful. Librarians, funders, and researchers are genuinely interested in understanding what publishers do
in more detail. There are opportunities here for publishers, and it is more than just qualifying for access to
cOAlition S money through Plan S. There are opportunities here to help your customers understand your
services in a new, better, and clearer way.

Pilot launched

Where are we at today during the January 2020 APE conference in Berlin? Plan S says that no later than
the 1st of January, 2020, in partnership with publisher representatives and other stakeholders, that it will
define the price transparency requirements for Plan S. cOAlition S have not yet taken a final decision on
what its price transparency requirements will be. In addition to our framework, you may also be familiar
with work done in this area by the Fair Open Access Alliance [5]. In due course, cOAlition S might endorse
one or both or neither of these frameworks. What they have agreed is to help us take our framework to
the next level and to work to pilot it in partnership with stakeholders and to refine it further based on their
input.

We will be doing a pilot during the first quarter of 2020 with ten publishers: Annual Reviews, Brill,
the Company of Biologists, EMBO, the European Respiratory Society, F1000 Research, Hindawi, IOP
Publishing, PLOS, and Springer Nature. We will continue to seek cross-stakeholder input. We will also
continue to seek guidance on competition issues.
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Data availability

Anonymised survey data and the notes from the first project workshop are available on the Wellcome
Trust Figshare site [6].
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