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I. Background 
 

In June of 2016, the University of Michigan Library (MLibrary) and Knowledge Unlatched (KU) announced the start of 

a collaboration “to study and overcome remaining obstacles to the spread of open access scholarly publishing in the 

humanities and social sciences.”1 This survey grew out of that partnership and was designed to gather data useful 

for determining the scalability of library-supported open access (OA) initiatives focusing on monographs in the 

Humanities and Social Sciences such as Luminos, Open Book Publishers, and KU. 

The survey was designed and conducted by Christopher A. Barnes, Ph.D., while a graduate student in library and 

information science at the University of Michigan School of Information. It comprised the capstone project for his 

graduate fellowship at MLibrary. Kathleen Folger, Electronic Resources Officer at MLibrary, and Rebecca A. 

Welzenbach, Director of Strategic Integration and Partnerships at Michigan Publishing, served as advisors 

throughout the academic year. Dr. Frances Pinter, founder of KU, and Associate Professor Lucy Montgomery, 

Director of KU Research, provided feedback on the design of the survey and helped with its dissemination. 

The survey was targeted at collections units of academic libraries because the question of scalability for library-

funded OA initiatives hinges on issues of budgets, discovery, workflow, and strategic collecting priorities. The 

population was limited to libraries at four-year colleges and universities in the United States, and respondents were 

told that they would be answering on behalf of their unit. Soliciting one authoritative response per library was 

intended to encourage internal consultation and responses that reflected institutional rather than individual 

perceptions and processes. If respondents indicated that they were not prepared to answer on behalf of their 

library, they could not complete the survey.  

The survey was conducted from 1 December 2016 through 7 February 2017. It was advertised on Twitter, ALA 

listservs, the websites of Michigan Publishing and Knowledge Unlatched, and was shared by LYRASIS2 

representatives with their client libraries. Beginning in January of 2017, many of those libraries participating in KU 

and related initiatives that had not yet responded were emailed directly. In the spring, a series of follow-up 

questions were emailed to the 38 respondents who indicated their willingness to answer a few additional questions. 

10 of the librarians wrote back with responses and they are included here in an appendix. 

   1“Knowledge Unlatched and University of Michigan Library Announce Collaboration to Advance Open Access.”  
https://www.lib.umich.edu/announcements/knowledge-unlatched-and-university-michigan-library-announce-collaboration-
advance 
   2 LYRASIS is the non-profit membership organization that manages pledging and other business operations for Knowledge 
Unlatched. https://www.lyrasis.org 
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II. Responses and Key Findings 

Responses 

The survey received a total of 103 valid responses from academic libraries in 37 states and the District of Columbia.3 

Of these, 60 were private institutions, 42 were public, and one identified as “Both” (Q2.3).  The greatest number of 

responses (31) came from libraries at institutions with fewer than 3,000 degree-seeking students (Q2.5). Institutions 

with between 10,000 and 20,000 students were the second most numerous (21), and those schools with between 

3,000 and 10,000 students were third (18). Large and very large institutions were also represented, respectively, 

with 9 responses from schools with between 30,000 and 40,000 students and 11 from schools with more than 

40,000 degree-seeking students. Given the bigger presence of smaller schools, it was surprising to see that doctoral-

granting institutions accounted for 69% or 71 of the 103 total respondents (Q2.4). 

76 or 74% of responses came from libraries that had previously committed funds to an OA book initiative like 

Knowledge Unlatched, while 27 came from those that had not (Q3.1). KU was by far the most common OA initiative 

listed, with 61 respondents having participated in at least one round of KU pledging (Q3.2). This is not surprising 

given that the survey was promoted in part by directly emailing collections librarians at institutions participating in 

KU and similar initiatives. Because participating libraries would necessarily bring different experiences to the survey 

than those that did not participate, the survey distinguished between the two at the outset and posed slightly 

different questions to each group. 

 

Key Findings 
 

1. Content Quality: A Matter of Trust 
 

When evaluating OA monograph initiatives, “content quality" was the most popular evaluative factor among 

participating libraries (Q3.7 & Q4.3) and it was the second most popular major factor among non-participating 

libraries. Content quality was also judged to be among the top three biggest obstacles to scalability by both 

participating and non-participating libraries (Q4.5). For participating libraries, only concerns over funding – 

“Affordability/lack of funding” and “Need to support other important initiatives” – trumped concerns over “poor 

content quality” (Q3.10). These results led us to ask a follow-up question about how content is evaluated in advance 

of seeing the works (Follow-up Q2). Of the eight responses, all but one mentioned using publisher attributes – its 

3 A Google Map showing all 103 schools can be found at https://drive.google.com/open?id=1XgSWmpC69IiFIstsbcT1kQHgdXU 
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past performance, standing, reputation, and relationships with librarians – as the criteria by which quality of content 

is judged in advance. Several expressed the sentiment captured succinctly by one response: “Publisher standing & 

reputation.  Not perfect, but it's all we've got.” While this is not surprising, the extent to which trust plays a role in 

the decision making of collections librarians is noteworthy. For example, one librarian commented that they go by 

“Gut feeling based on publisher, mostly, and trust of the selection process, for example Knowledge Unlatched has a 

board that evaluates books to unlatch.” That board – the KU Title Selection Committee4 – is comprised of librarians 

from around the globe, making it easier for collections librarians to trust its decisions. It is also more likely that 

librarians will trust publishers whose previous behavior has demonstrated that they share the same values as the 

library community. Furthermore, it was strongly implied that some publishers had not earned or lost the trust of 

some of the respondents. For example, one wrote about reserving “trust for well-known cases, such as a known 

university press.” 

 

2. Business Models: Straightforward and Sustainable 
 

Question 3.7 and Question 4.3 asked libraries about the major and minor factors they considered in determining 

whether to participate. “Business model of the OA initiative” was the third most popular major factor among 

participating libraries, and we therefore decided to create a multi-part follow-up question concerning it: “How do 

you evaluate the business model of an OA initiative? What would lead you to reject an initiative for reasons of 

business model? What gives you confidence?” (Follow-up Q1a). Nine responses were received and several common 

themes can be observed. Sustainability of funding was key, with one respondent defining it as a business model 

containing multiple sources of funding such as library subscriptions and grant funding. Another librarian responded 

that a sustainable model would be one that did not mirror the unsustainable publishing model now in place which 

survives at the expense of library budgets. One respondent wrote about sustainability in terms of “reality-

basedness” and gave examples of the questions that would be used to evaluate the presence of such a quality: 

“‘Does this model rely for its sustainability on people doing things that experience suggests they don’t usually do?’ 

and ‘Does this model require potential participants to redirect already-scarce funding away from other campus 

priorities? (And if so, how much?)’ and ‘What concrete benefit will participants realize from participation in this OA 

initiative?’” Several respondents also noted the desirability of initiatives that could provide usage data which would 

back up claims regarding the concrete benefits obtained by the participating institution. Respondents also judged 

usage rates to be among the top obstacles to scaling up and they are discussed separately below.  

   4 http://support.knowledgeunlatched.org/general-knowledge-unlatched-faq/how-does-knowledge-unlatcheds-model-work 
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Cost and pricing structures were also key considerations when evaluating a business model, with one respondent 

writing that author-facing fees would be a deal breaker and another that the “cost-benefit ratio” needed to be 

reasonable. The necessity of explaining the initiative to library and university administration means that collections 

librarians would prefer straightforward business models that enable them to clearly identify the return on their 

investment. There was considerable interest in models with tiered or progressive pricing which would enable them 

to participate rather than be free riders. “The pricing of an open access monograph initiative needs to accommodate 

a wide range of institution sizes and collection interests as well as consortial partnerships” (Follow-up Q1a). Another 

librarian succinctly captured the common view, variously expressed, that the ideal initiative would offer “a cost level 

that recognizes the size of our institution, a generous amount of content for that cost, and recognizable and stable 

partners in the effort.” The need for “recognizable and stable partners” echoes the discussion of content quality 

above and the extent to which libraries rely on what one respondent termed “reputational factors” (Follow-up Q2) 

to assess it when determining whether or not to participate. 

 

3. Usage Rates: Data-Driven Decision Making 
 

Question 3.10 and Question 4.5 asked respondents to identify “the biggest obstacles to or areas of concern for an 

expansion in your library's participation in OA book initiatives.” In both questions, participating libraries placed 

usage rates among the top three obstacles to expansion. In Question 3.10, only concerns over cost and funding 

received more votes than usage rates. In Question 4.5, usage rates were the second most common choice for 

biggest obstacle to scaling up, receiving one more vote than content quality. This finding makes sense given the 

increasing tendency for library and university administrators to demand hard data justifying collections expenditures 

in terms of return on investment. Usage rates were also the second most popular metric by which libraries would 

judge the success of their participation, only slightly behind “Success of the OA initiative” and far ahead of all others 

(Q3.8 & Q4.6). 

In Follow-up Question 7, we asked respondents to explain what they are looking for and how they will measure or 

judge the usage data they receive. One response addressed the rationale for desiring usage rates while also 

addressing some of the difficulties in obtaining reliable data for books as opposed to articles: 

Ebook usage is a thorny issue to begin with because the reporting standards are not as clear cut as for 

ejournals.  An article download is an easy to understand number.  What it means is still up for grabs, but at 

least you're not wondering what a section download is as compared to a chapter download. That being said, 

some indication of use is a sign that one is not throwing money down a rat hole.  Not having any stats makes 
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it challenging to justify continued expenditures in an era when there really isn't any additional money. 

(Follow-up Q7) 

 

The situation is further complicated by the fact that students and faculty can access their library’s OA ebooks from 

anywhere on any device without logging in, making it very difficult to accurately track local usage using 

authentication records or IP ranges. This is a particularly important problem to solve because, as one respondent put 

it, “We're needing to support more and more of our collection budget expenditures with "metrics" - and I'd hate to 

see OA initiatives collapse (with institutions not being able to continue support) because they missed that metrics 

train.” The best business model would likely be unsustainable for libraries with limited budgets if that model did not 

offer evidence of direct benefits to the institution’s students and faculty. As another respondent put it, “ If the OA 

resource has no user(s) among current faculty and students, we will likely not contribute no matter how attractive 

the project may be.” 

 

4. Free Riders: Not a Problem 
 

Responding libraries overwhelmingly agreed that free riders are not much of a factor when they are deciding 

whether to participate in an OA book initiative. Zero libraries identified them as a major factor, 21 as a minor factor, 

and 71 libraries indicated that “Freeriders (benefit but don’t contribute)” were not a factor in their decision-making 

process (Q4.3). This was among the most surprising and encouraging findings of the survey, and we therefore 

created a follow-up question asking respondents to define free riders in their own words and explain why they 

aren’t worried about them. The replies to Follow-up Question 6 were among the most philosophical and illuminating 

as regards motivations for participating, with several seeing a disconnect between concern over free riders and the 

desire to make these books freely available. As one respondent put it, “Free riders, to my mind, are those who 

obtain OA literature without cost. Since that is the goal of OA literature, I have no problem with free riders.” 

Another respondent echoed the sentiments of many when writing, “It doesn't make sense to me to use lack of 

support by others as a factor as to whether or not I contribute.”  What does make sense to use as a major decision-

making factor is the cost of contributing, as is borne out by the responses to questions Q3.7, Q3.10, and Q4.3. But if 

contribution costs are deemed too high, it is much more likely that a library will choose to “use” the OA books 

without participating in the initiative.  

There is a genuine desire to avoid this even among the smallest of schools. As one respondent wrote, “I believe that 

my library, although small and comparatively less-well funded than our peers, has a real responsibility to step up 

and contribute modest funds towards OA publication models” (Follow-up Q6). There needs to be a viable alternative 
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which would allow them to afford it. One of the responses received for Question 6.1 - “What other information 

should we have? What key topics or important questions are missing?” – includes a plea for finding a way of scaling 

down the range of contribution amounts for just that reason: 

I really want to participate in KU because I believe it's a great idea in principle. Unfortunately, I can't because 

the pricing models do not scale down to very small institutions (I work at a small theological school with 100 

students). I simply can't justify dropping half of my collection budget on open access book support for titles 

far outside my collection development policy. Please make a plan for reasonable levels of support for OA 

monographs from very small specialized institutions. (Q6.1) 

The free rider problem, to the extent there actually is one, could be greatly ameliorated by the implementation of 

tiered pricing. Scaling down the pricing model could be key for scaling up the number of schools that participate and 

the number of readers who access the titles.   
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III. Conclusions and Next Steps 
 

The responses to this survey suggest that library-funded OA book initiatives can successfully scale up if they 1) 

employ straightforward and sustainable business models, 2) offer quality content from trusted publishers, and 3) 

provide participants with usage data illustrating the local impact of their financial investment. Sustainable business 

models will keep library participation affordable, and this survey demonstrates a need for ways that supportive 

institutions with smaller budgets can participate in these OA initiatives even if unable to contribute the full 

membership amount. Discoverability and accessibility are also high priorities for collections librarians, and initiatives 

that successfully scale will ensure their books are easily findable and readable by all users. Finally, scaling up will 

entail these initiatives becoming better integrated with the approval plans and digital platforms which comprise the 

contemporary collections workflow. This may take earlier or additional commitments on the part of publishers.  

Significantly scaling up these initiatives would be aided if participating publishers, for example, committed to 

publishing all titles of a given series or sub-discipline through the initiative, thereby allowing collections librarians to 

remove them from their approval plans and avoid “double dipping,” i.e. paying a publisher twice for the same title in 

the same format. Responses to our follow-up question regarding double dipping (Follow-up Q1b) varied widely, but 

they clearly indicate the value of timely data that enables librarians to account for titles acquired through OA 

initiatives as they do with other vendors. Surveying publisher attitudes on these and related issues is a key next step 

for ensuring the success of these initiatives at scale.  

OA monograph initiatives also must be discerning in the publishers they allow to participate. Since libraries rely on 

trust in the credibility of a content creator as a proxy for content quality, earning and retaining the trust of 

participants should be a key goal for OA initiatives hoping to scale up. What could violate that trust? Partnering with 

publishers that have not gained the goodwill of the academic library community, that offer titles unlikely to appeal 

to an academic audience of sufficient size, or whose OA titles are poorly received by reviewers could undermine the 

initiative’s ability to recruit new participants and retain those already onboard.  

It is not surprising that most advocacy for participating in library-supported OA book initiatives is coming from within 

the library, but it is concerning that so little support is coming from outside it – from faculty, from deans and 

department chairs, or from university administrators (Q3.3). Only 13 or 17% of participating libraries cited receiving 

support from faculty, and only 6 received support from their school’s administration. Furthermore, non-participating 

libraries cited the absence of faculty support as a major obstacle to future participation (Q4.5). There is therefore a 

definite need to find ways to get more faculty support for the library’s financial investment in these initiatives. As 

they scale, these initiatives should explore and advertise ways that their books can be incorporated within the 
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teaching and learning life of participating schools. While this survey shows that responding libraries are doing a good 

job of integrating OA scholarly books within their discovery platforms (Q5.4), new ways for users to search for and 

identify OA titles continue to be developed. The effect that such system-level changes can have on local usage 

represents another fertile area for future research. 
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IV. The Survey 
 

 

Section 1: Introduction 

This survey is for collections librarians at academic libraries in the U.S. that are currently participating, considering 

participating, or have thoughtfully declined to participate in one or more library supported OA monograph initiatives 

focusing on Humanities and Social Science titles such as Knowledge Unlatched, Luminos, or Open Book Publishers. 

 

Created by the University of Michigan Library in collaboration with Knowledge Unlatched, this survey asks questions 

about how collections librarians decide whether or not to participate in such OA initiatives and the extent to which 

OA monographs are integrated within library discovery systems. The goal is to gather data that will help to identify 

and overcome the remaining obstacles to the spread of open access scholarly book publishing in the Humanities and 

Social Sciences. 

 

We are hoping to receive one response per academic library. We therefore ask that you consult with your colleagues 

in collections if you are unsure how to answer a given question. The survey is not long and has very few required 

questions. If you would like to look at the questions in advance, here is a link to a pdf version. The survey deadline 

has been extended and the survey will close on Tuesday, February 7, at midnight. 
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Section 2: Identification Questions 

Q2.1 - Name of college or university (required5): 
 

Fewer than 3,000 degree-seeking students 

1. Allegheny College 

2. Amherst College 

3. Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical Seminary 

4. Anderson University 

5. Carleton College 

6. DePauw University 

7. Dickinson College 

8. Goshen College 

9. Goucher College 

10. Grinnell College 

11. Haverford College 

12. Hollins University 

13. Illinois Wesleyan University 

14. Indiana University Kokomo 

15. Kalamazoo College 

16. Kenyon College 

17. Lafayette College 

18. Macalester College 

19. Mount Holyoke College 

20. Oberlin College 

21. Saint Joseph Seminary College 

22. Saint Mary’s College 

   5 In order to allow respondents to click through the survey and answer questions in the order they preferred, “required” 
questions were not coded to force an answer before allowing respondents to move on to the next question. 
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