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When you find an article on a journal’s website, it will show you an abstract. If you want to read 
the full article and you are not a subscriber, then for most articles in most journals the website 
will offer to sell you access. Prices range from more than $50.00 per article to download a PDF 
that you can annotate and keep, to lower prices for temporary read-only access. There are ways 
around this cost. 

University faculty and students generally have access to journals through their school’s library. 
As an individual, if you find a particular journal that frequently publishes articles you want to 
read, then it can be worth subscribing. A few journals are entirely open access; that is, anybody 
can download any article for free. Even journals that are not entirely open access will publish a 
few articles with open access—authors can pay the journal a fee for this. When none of the 
above approaches work, the following strategies usually do: 

Repositories and Preprint Servers 

Authors often post some version of their article to a website where anybody can download it for 
free. Some of these websites are “repositories”, often operated by the author’s university, and 
some are “preprint servers” such as SocArXiv and SSRN. A quick way to find if an article is 
available on a repository or preprint server is to search for the article on Google Scholar ( 
https://scholar.google.com/ ). The Google Scholar results will show if a PDF of the article is 
available on a repository or preprint server. 

Each journal publisher has its own rules for which version of the article an author can post for 
free download on websites. You may find the final version as it was published, or the version 
that the journal accepted but without final copyediting and layout, or an earlier version from 
before it was peer reviewed. 

Ask the Author 

Another way to get an article is to send the author a polite email asking for a PDF. Most authors 
are happy to provide one. Almost every time I have asked, the author sent the article promptly. 
The listing for the article on the journal’s website will show which of the authors is the 
“corresponding author”, and their email address. If the corresponding author is no longer active, 
you can contact one of the article’s other authors. 
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Unauthorized Sharing 

Some people think it is wrong for knowledge to be hidden behind paywalls, and they are happy 
to participate in sharing journal articles in ways the publishers do not authorize. The most 
prominent method is the website SCI-HUB, which allows anyone to search a vast library of 
journal articles and download any of them for free. Publishers have sued SCI-HUB, claiming that 
it violates their copyrights, and courts in several countries have ruled against SCI-HUB. 
Consider the ethical and legal issues before participating in unauthorized sharing. 


