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acm publications finances

IN SEPTEM BER 2023, ACM publicly reiterated its 
commitment to transitioning ACM’s Journal, 
Magazine, and Conference Publications programs 
to a fully Open Access model by the end of 2025, and 
as a next step along this journey, recently issued a 
press release announcing that ACM would transition 
its International Conference Proceedings Series (ICPS) 
to a fully Open Access model beginning Jan. 1, 2024. 
While many in the computing community may not 
be familiar with ACM ICPS, which is a mechanism 
for publishing high-quality non-ACM sponsored 
conferences, symposia, and workshop proceedings in 
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the ACM Digital Library, there is great 
significance to this announcement, 
since in 2022 ICPS published approx-
imately 9,500 peer-reviewed articles 
in the ACM Digital Library, which 
represents approximately 35% of all 
peer-reviewed articles published by 
ACM in that year. Assuming a similar 
number of published articles in 2024 
as we experienced in 2022 and 2023, 
including the ICPS conferences, by 
the end of 2024 ACM will have tran-
sitioned nearly 60% of the articles it 
publishes annually to Open Access 
publication through a combination 
of ACM Open institutional licens-
es, author-paid Article Processing 
Charges (APCs), and financial waivers 
for peer-reviewed articles originating 
from the Global South. In addition, 
ACM has already unlocked all articles 
published from 1951–2000 and will 
soon transition ACM’s flagship pub-
lication, Communications of the ACM, 
to a Gold Open Access publication 
that will ultimately be subject to the 
same OA funding models as the rest 
of the ACM Publications program—
that is, ACM Open, APCs, or financial 
waivers.

The underlying message here is 
that ACM is responding to the com-
puting community’s directive to tran-
sition to a fully Open Access model 
and aiming to do so in a financially 
sustainable way, which brings us 
to the topic of ACM Publications Fi-
nances.

Over the past three (3) years, ACM 
has published detailed information 
about its Publications Finances from 
2019-2021, and in this article, we are 
now publishing data for the calendar 
year 2022. To our knowledge, ACM is 
the only Society or commercial pub-
lisher in the world to provide this lev-
el of financial transparency about its 
Publications Finances and remains 
committed to doing so in the future. 
We are doing this for the following 
reasons:

First, when developing the ACM 
Open “Read + Publish” model in 2019, 
we did so in close collaboration with 
a group of leading universities—in-
cluding the University of California, 
Massachusetts Institute of Technol-
ogy, Carnegie Mellon, Iowa State Uni-
versity, and the University of Minne-
sota—and consulted dozens of other 

universities around the world with 
whom we have close relationships. 
Building the model required doing a 
deep dive into our financial and pub-
lication data and sharing that data 
openly with our collaborators. As the 
model developed, it became clear 
that being totally transparent about 
the data with our entire institutional 
customer base, authors, volunteers, 
and other stakeholders would be the 
most effective way to tell the story of 
the model itself.

Second, as we continue to transi-
tion to a fully Open Access model (or 
combination of multiple OA models 
to be more precise), our customers 
are starting to experience a signifi-
cant evolution in the overall value 

proposition from ACM. In the past, 
more than 90% of ACM’s Digital Li-
brary income that is needed to sus-
tain the publishing program came 
from approximately 2,700+ universi-
ties and 100+ companies from more 
than 150 countries. With so many 
institutions subscribing to the ACM 
Digital Library, the average cost for 
each institution was very low com-
pared to what other societies and 
publishers have historically charged 
for access to a publishing program 
the size of ACM’s. This large cus-
tomer base made it possible for ACM 
to keep prices very low and evenly 
distributed around the world, and it 
also enabled ACM to offer large eco-
nomic discounts to address issues 

Income 2019 2020 2021 2022

Digital Library "Read–Only": 
Consortia, Corporates,  
& Govt Licenses

20,270,144  20,233,851  19,816,140  18,600,195 

Digital Library:  
ACM Open Licenses 0  516,000  1,287,471  4,391,615 

Digital Library:  
Articles Pay Per View 91,705  56,800  80,020  62,940 

Institutional Membership Dues 313,376  318,504  367,366  316,769 

Subscription Revenue (including 
SIGS); a la Carte Subscriptions 883,907  810,994  808,008  864,273 

SIG Hardcopy  
Magazine Subscriptions 
(Interactions/Inroads)

119,892  153,841  130,770  123,759 

Digital SIG Master Package 179,563  148,845  155,312  135,023 

Advertising, including SIGS 1,240,972  943,732  1,076,250  1,024,839 

ICPS Proceedings: Non–ACM 
Conference Publication Fees 362,883  349,675  464,864  366,410 

Open Access Revenue (APCs) 177,400  88,400  347,200  227,400 

All Other Publications Revenue:  
ACM Books, etc. 352,884  473,433  400,969  291,233 

Total Income  23,992,726  24,094,075  24,934,370  26,404,456 

Expenses

Journals 3,966,813  3,896,143  4,402,061  4,502,039 

Magazines 5,519,977  5,313,187  5,444,898  5,915,594 

Proceedings 5,541,257  5,468,671  5,820,381  6,597,559 

Digital Library 5,098,668  5,888,960  5,764,836  6,404,779 

Agents / Sales 2,747,357  2,848,053  2,907,170  3,106,888 

Publications Board/DL Board 211,615  60,025  11,079  166,325 

Total Expense  23,085,687  23,475,039  24,350,425  26,693,184 

Publishing Program, net  907,039  619,036  583,945  (288,728)

Table 1. 2019–2022 High-level ACM Publications Financials
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of equity and access in the Global 
South (which ACM is committed to 
continue in the future). However, as 
the data showed us, the vast major-
ity of ACM’s customer base is pre-
dominantly made up of consumers 
(that is, readers) of ACM-published 
articles, with only the top one-third 
(⅓) of those institutions actively pub-
lishing articles with ACM year after 
year. As more and more of the articles 
in the ACM Digital Library are pub-
lished in front of the paywall, the risk 
of cancellations from the long tail of 
non-publishing institutions grows. 
Using this data, we were able to engi-
neer the ACM Open pricing model to 
fairly balance pricing with the value 
institutional customers were receiv-
ing from ACM. For the bottom two-
thirds (⅔) of these institutions, the
transition to Open Access will result 
in lower pricing than was required 
prior to the transition, and most of 
the value these institutions will re-
alize from their annual ACM Open 
licenses will come from value-added 
services inside the ACM Digital Li-
brary platform as opposed to a value 
proposition coming primarily from 
downloading PDF articles, which will 
ultimately be published without any 
access paywalls.

Third, the commitment to tran-
sition to being a fully OA Publisher 
by a specified date (Dec. 31, 2025) 
creates increased financial risk that 
needs to be understood by ACM and 
the computing community driving 
ACM toward its Open Access future. 
Most publishers are transitioning 
to Open Access “organically,” mean-
ing they are letting authors decide 
whether to opt in for Open Access, 
and it may be that many of these 
publishers never achieve 100% Open 
Access. But taking this approach is 
far less risky, since authors at non-
ACM Open institutions, who may not 
want to pay an APC, always have the 
option of submitting their articles 
elsewhere, which creates an inherent 
and somewhat unpredictable risk for 
our publishing program, assuming 
somewhere between 20% and 30% of 
our authors will be required to pay 
an APC when ACM flips to manda-
tory Open Access. ACM has generally 
taken the same approach since first 
launching hybrid or “optional” OA 

Expenses By Publication Type 2019 2020 2021 2022

Journals

Submissions 190,567 211,777 301,311 291,115

Production 1,233,073 1,399,706 1,813,265 1,996,420

Printing & Distribution 170,668 339,804 365,365 93,229

Staff and Overhead 2,372,505 1,944,856 1,920,120 2,121,275

Total Journals 3,966,813 3,896,143 4,400,061 4,502,039

Magazines

Production 1,279,533 1,168,334 1,280,576 1,798,422

Printing & Distribution 1,404,663 1,453,801 1,364,266 1,101,416

Direct and Support Staff 1,292,344 1,219,448 1,325,817 1,443,307

Overhead Staff and Expenses 1,543,437 1,471,604 1,474,240 1,572,450

Total Magazines 5,519,977 5,313,187 5,444,899 5,915,595

ACM Proceedings

Production 4,775,040 4,716,699 4,617,970 5,218,677

Direct and Support Staff 295,890 277,189 246,010 255,474

Overhead Staff and Expenses 470,326 259,061 324,705 327,742

Total ACM Proceedings 5,541,256 5,252,949 5,188,685 5,801,893

ICPS Proceedings

Production 54,691 78,235 312,943 400,305

Direct and Support Staff 61,222 58,019 148,893 196,772

Overhead Staff and Expenses 99,622 79,470 169,861 198,589

Total ICPS Proceedings 215,535 215,724 631,697 795,666

Digital Library

Infrastructure 2,646,617 3,524,046 3,195,667 3,524,276

Value Added Services 520,240 496,724 520,307 740,069

Content Preservation 18,181 40,336 39,924 32,732

Direct and Support Staff 898,833 844,673 903,416 928,463

Overhead Staff and Expenses 1,014,797 983,180 1,105,523 1,179,239

Total Digital Library 5,098,668 5,888,959 5,764,837 6,404,779

Cost of Sales / Agents

Sales / Agency Commissions 488,068 612,621 639,308 692,216

Travel, Meetings, Exhibit Booths 81,232 30,454 13,546 65,430

Direct and Support Staff 793,367 990,718 1,004,277 963,770

Overhead Staff and Expenses 1,384,690 1,214,260 1,250,040 1,385,472

Total Agents / Sales 2,747,357 2,848,053 2,907,171 3,106,888

Publications Board

Total Publications Board 211,615 60,025 11,079 143,290

Digital Library Board

Total Digital Library Board 0 0 0 23,035

Total Publications Expenses 23,301,221 23,475,040 24,348,429 26,693,185

Total Publications Income 23,992,725  24,094,075 24,934,370 26,404,456

Total Publications Net 691,504 619,035 585,941 –288,729

Table 2. Detailed Expenses by Publication Type and Digital Library

acm publications finances
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in 2013, but all that changed in 2020 
when the ACM Council voted on a 
resolution to transition within a five-
year timeframe.

This was a bold move that set ACM 
apart from nearly all other societies 
and publishers, and while we believe 
this is the right thing to do in the long 
run and will ultimately create signifi-
cant benefits for our authors and 
the computing community in terms 
of increasing visibility, usage, and 
impact of ACM published articles, it 
also comes with financial and edito-
rial risks that need to be understood, 
assessed, and acted upon to ensure 
the long-term health and sustainabil-
ity of ACM’s publishing program and 
ACM as an organization. It is our view 
that publishing these regular finan-
cial reports is essential to keeping the 
community informed of our progress 
and the financial impact the transi-
tion is having on the ACM organiza-
tion.

As you will see from the 2019-2022 
calendar year financials provided in 
this article, ACM Publications is not 
a “highly profitable” enterprise, un-
like many of the societies and com-
mercial publishers we compete with 
for high-quality computer-science 
research papers. But this is largely 
by design. In a for-profit publisher, 
this would be viewed as a significant 
problem and not something to high-
light to the “market,” but for a non-
profit member organization such as 
ACM, we own this fact as a badge of 
honor and work hard to ensure that 
we balance the community’s need for 
high-quality publications delivered 
through an industry-leading technol-
ogy platform while at the same time 
doing this in a cost-effective way.

In 2022 the ACM Publications pro-
gram generated a small loss of 1% 
on income that grew 5.5% from the 
previous year primarily due to infla-
tion, significant investments in new 
publications and the ACM Digital Li-
brary platform, and lowering prices 
for some of ACM’s smallest university 
customers (Tier 10s) as we transition 
to the OA model. This loss is a de-
cline from previous years, where the 
program has historically generated a 
small surplus of approximately 3%-
5%. The ACM Publications program 
could be more profitable if ACM were 

to charge institutional customers 
more for subscriptions to the ACM 
Digital Library and invest less in the 
Digital Library platform or ACM’s 
production services, but providing a 
high-value, low-cost service has been 
central to ACM’s value proposition 
for more than 75 years; this not some-
thing the Society is willing to change 
as long as we can remain financially 
sustainable following the transition 
to Open Access. Achieving this bal-
ance between mission, sustainabil-
ity, and growth is without question 
our greatest challenge as we transi-
tion to a fully OA model over the next 
few years.

Many of the same trends we high-
lighted in the ACM Publications Fi-
nances for 2021 article, published in 
the April 2023 edition of Communica-
tions of the ACM, accelerated in 2022. 
The overall picture is a positive one, 
although what is clear from the most 
recent financials is that despite a sig-
nificant increase in the adoption of 
ACM Open by hundreds of universi-
ties around the world and a growing 
proportion of our income coming 
from large, research-intensive uni-
versities, our growing expenses con-
tinue to outpace our top-line growth. 
Much of this relates to unpredictable 
inflationary effects from the global 
pandemic, but this does not tell the 
whole story. Over the past few years, 
ACM has invested heavily in the 
Digital Library platform, improving 
search, adding functionality, con-
tinuing to roll out an XML-based pro-

duction system to offer new and more 
accessible content formats in the DL, 
speeding up production times from 
submission to publication, incentiv-
izing third-party sales agents to mar-
ket and sell ACM Open to universities 
around the world (see “Cost of Sales/
Agents” in Table 2), and hiring ad-
ditional sales and account manage-
ment staff over the last 12-18 months 
to help accelerate the licensing activ-
ity for ACM Open, while at the same 
time continuing to sell Digital Library 
subscriptions around the world, as 
not all universities are ready to adopt 
the ACM Open model right away de-
spite our best efforts.

In terms of the numbers, the ma-
jor themes from the past few years 
remain the same, including growth 
of the overall program, continued 
investments in the Digital Library 
publishing platform, an acceleration 
of the transition to the ACM Open 
model, and increased investments in 
research integrity-related initiatives. 
But ACM also experienced the im-
pact of global inflation from service 
providers around the world (that is, 
printers, typesetters, software provid-
ers, technology platform providers, 
and so on). Please see below for addi-
tional details related to the following 
themes:

ACM Open is growing and Read-
Only DL licenses are declining. By 
the end of 2022, approximately 400 
institutions had signed on to the 
ACM Open model, representing ap-
proximately 20% of the articles ACM 
publishes on an annual basis. At the 
time this article was published, this 
number stood at 805 institutions 
worldwide. Since these institutions 
previously had DL “Read-Only” li-
censes from ACM, we started to see 
DL consortia, corporate, and govern-
ment DL income accelerate its de-
cline. In 2022, the financial reports 
show a larger increase in ACM Open-
related income ($3.1M) and declin-
ing income from DL licenses ($1.2M). 
While on the surface this gives the 
appearance that ACM is growing its 
income from ACM Open, this actu-
ally highlights one of the key chal-
lenges ACM has with the transition 
to Open Access, which is rebalancing 
publications income from a long tail 
of smaller institutions that download 
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Publishing these 
regular financial 
reports is essential 
to keeping the 
community informed 
of our progress  
and the financial 
impact the transition 
is having.
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relatively few articles and publish 
even fewer annually. As the transi-
tion continues, the ACM Open model 
results in a reduction of pricing for 
those long-tail institutions with a 
proportional increase in pricing for 
the large, short-tail institutions that 
actively publish with ACM and ben-
efit from significant use of the Digital 
Library. As more Open Access content 
is published, ACM will continue to 
reduce pricing for long-tail institu-
tions and will also look to generate 
additional income from those insti-
tutions through the launch of “value-
added services” in the ACM Digital 
Library.

The transition to OA is a careful 
balancing act to ensure that ACM 
generates enough income each year 
to support its high-quality and grow-
ing Publications Program, which 
now requires north of $27M to break 
even on expenses annually. Looking 
more closely at the 2022 financials, 
you will see that our overall expenses 
grew by $2.3M, counteracted by over-
all income from all sources that only 
grew by $1.4M. This result is unsus-
tainable, although it is our expecta-
tion that as inflation begins to level 
off over the next few years and the 
income effect of multi-year “ramp-up 
pricing” in our ACM Open licenses 
continues to increase, the financial 
picture will improve back to histori-
cal levels with a target surplus in the 
3%-5% range.

Article submissions and the num-
ber of published articles continues to 
increase. The total number of APC-

eligible and non-eligible published 
articles across the entire portfolio 
of journals, ICPS conferences, ACM 
conferences, and magazines in-
creased from 30,594 in 2021 to 32,780 
in 2022. The total number of purely 
APC-eligible articles also increased 
from 26,131 in 2021 to 27,119 in 2022 
with the increase of APC-eligible arti-
cles coming primarily from ACM con-
ferences (11,852 in 2021 to 13,624 in 
2022), an increase of 13%. As a result, 
overall submission and peer review-
related costs, production costs, and 
Digital Library-related costs all in-
creased significantly in 2022.

Author-paid APCs increased from 
2021 to 2022. The number of pub-
lished ICPS articles declined from 
2021 and as the ICPS program transi-
tions to a 100% Open Access model 
in 2024, it is anticipated that there 
will be a further decline in the num-
ber of published articles, which is 
primarily a result of the slow transi-
tion to the ACM Open model from 
the Asia-Pacific region, which histori-
cally publishes a large percentage of 
articles in the ICPS program. At the 
same time, ACM continues to see in-
creases in the total number of option-
al APCs paid by ACM authors across 
the board with the largest category of 
author-paid APCs coming from ACM 
conference proceedings.

Increased investment in research-
integrity initiatives. ACM continues 
to see an increase in the number of 
allegations and proven cases of pub-
lications-related violations of ACM 
Publications Policy. In 2022, there 
were 59 active cases under investiga-
tion, which required a significant in-
vestment in the time of our staff, vol-
unteers, and external advisors.

We hope that our readers appreci-
ate the ongoing financial transparen-
cy about ACM’s Publications Financ-
es and continue to support our effort 
to strike a balance between ACM’s 
mission, sustainability, and growth 
to better serve the computing com-
munity. 

Wendy Hall and Divesh Srivastava are co-chairs of the 
ACM Publications Board; Scott E. Delman is ACM Director 
of Publications.
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ACM is responding 
to the computing 
community’s directive 
to transition to a 
fully OA model 
and aiming to do 
so in a financially 
sustainable way.

ACM’s Interactions magazine 
explores critical relationships 
between people and 
technology, showcasing 
emerging innovations and 
industry leaders from around 
the world across important 
applications of design thinking 
and the broadening � eld of 
interaction design. 

Our readers represent a growing 
community of practice that is 
of increasing and vital global 
importance.

To learn more about us, 
visit our award-winning website
http://interactions.acm.org
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