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A fter a long and contentious national debate, and after many
failed attempts over the course of decades, health-care 
reform was signed into law on March 23, 2010. The goals

of reform were twofold: to extend health care to the vast majority
of U.S. citizens and to start to control health-care costs. 
The need to reform the publication and distribution of academic

journals is also great, and for the same reasons: scholarship
should reach all who need it and be affordable. The central ele-
ments of the health-care debate can frame how the academic com-
munity approaches widening and accelerating the flow of schol-
arly journal content so all can benefit from it. In this article, we
identify lessons from health-care reform and show how these les-
sons might be applied to periodical publishing and distribution.
The United States spent $2.4 trillion on health care in 2008, 

according to National Health
Expenditure Projections,
2008–2018, a report issued by
the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services. Almost 
$50 billion was spent on 
subscriptions to academic 
periodicals, according to the 
U.S. Economic Census. In both
cases, over the course of
decades, the rate of increase ex-
ceeded the consumer price
index (CPI). Surely these indus-
tries differ in scope, size, and
utilization. But there are three
noteworthy parallels between
them. First, both are vital to
any advanced society. Second,
we spend vast sums for their
products and services. Third,
similar forces and dynamics
drove these industries to a place
beyond the reach of many peo-
ple who need their products and
services. 

Peer-reviewed scholarly journals remain principal repositories
of research. Largely invisible to the general public, the publication
and distribution of journal content have been at the center of a
tug of war between cost and access; however, because subscription
fees have been escalating for years, the balance has been shifting
demonstrably toward cost, with less wealthy academics and col-
leges losing access. This is akin to the argument over whether
health care is a “right” or a “privilege.” Also, like managed-care
companies in the health-care industry, publishers, aggregators, and
distributors of scholarship have had a powerful influence on both
prices and the scope of dissemination of published products, while
profiting overwhelmingly from this arrangement. A brief examina-
tion of how health-care reform came to be urgently needed helps
set the stage for how to reform academic periodical publishing.

Librarians and scholars who seek to counter the rampant commercialism 

and consolidation that endanger equal and affordable access to knowledge

can learn from the recent successful effort to pass health-care reform.

Source: Library Journal.
Note: Data include prices for all subject areas. 
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FIGURE 1
Average Academic Periodical Price, 1990–2008
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