The cost of

physics journals

Prices that libraries pay for subscriptions vary widely
among journals; for physics and mathematics publications
the cost per character varies by as much as a factor of 40.

Henry H. Barschall

Science libraries all over the United
States face serious financial problems
associated with the increased costs of
journals.

At the University of Wisconsin in
Madison, where I teach, the physics
library has had to cancel its subscrip-
tions to many physics journals—sub-
scriptions that began in most cases
when the journals first started publica-
tion. The other science libraries at the
university are in a similar situation.
The reason is that the cost of serials
(including some books in series, such as
Annual Reviews) increased by 32%
from fiscal 1985 to fiscal 1986. In the
three preceding years the cost of sub-
scribing w these serials had increased
by an average of 4% per year—
amounts that the library budget could
readily accommodate. Recent varia-
tions in the foreign-exchange rate are
mainly to blame: For several years the
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cost in US dollars of foreign journals
had remained fairly constant—in some
cases even decreased—but this year the
US dollar prices of some foreign jour-
nals increased dramatically; for exam-
ple the cost of Journal de Phisique
increased by 69% and that of Hyperfine
Interactions by 71%.

Library budgets

When science librarians try to justify
their budgets, the question that often
arises is why physics and chemistry
journals are so expensive compared
with journals in the humanities. A
survey published® in 1985 reported that
the average price of a physics journal
was $328 per year, while the average
price of a philosophy journal was $47
per year.

One possible reason for this differ-
ence is the higher cost of producing the
mathematical and other technical ma-
terials in physics and chemistry jour-
nals. Another explanation might be
that more libraries, such as public
libraries and undergraduate college
libraries, are likely to subscribe to

humanities journals than to physics
journals. Although both these factors
undoubtedly affect the cost, they don’t
appear to be the most important cause
of the difference.

Recent survey results suggest that
the differences between the costs of
physics journals and journals in the
humanities arise mainly from the dif-
ferences in the number of pages pub-
lished. A similar finding emerged from
a study four years ago. In an article in
PHYSICS TODAY (October 1982, page 43),
Donald W. King and Nancy K. Roderer
reported that physics journals pub-
lished on the average twice as many
pages annually as other science jour-
nals, and they concluded that this was
the principal reason that physics jour-
nals have higher subscription prices
than journals in the other sciences.

Journal surveys

In 1983 the American Mathematical
Society made? an extensive survey 0
the 1982 cost per 1000 characters for
various mathematics journals pub-
lished in the United States. This sur-
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