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The State Of Open Access 
Over the past few years, the transition to open access 
research has gained significant momentum among 
academic libraries, consortia, and publishers . When 
Plan S was launched in September 2018, it formalized 
a movement that had previously depended on the 
enthusiasm of disparate institutions and individual 
advocates . As a result, open access evolved from an 
idea into a mandated strategy for many countries, 
universities, and research entities .

The Covid-19 pandemic accelerated this trend further by 
introducing new urgency to widely distribute scientific 
information on a global scale . Finally, as institutional and 
public interest in open access increased, so did the scale 
of investments and the number of new partnerships 
signed between publishers and institutions . Delta Think 
estimates that the open access market increased by 
25% from 2019 through 2020 .

Although Article Processing Charges (APCs) have 
contributed, Transformational agreements (TAs) are at 
the heart of all this change . Each agreement approaches 
open access from a different angle, but they are all 
designed with the same goals in mind: to shift from 
subscriptions to open access publishing, and to enable 
researchers to have maximum impact with their work . 

The open access transition has positive net benefits 
for institutions . By integrating open access publishing, 
libraries and consortia can have a significant impact on 
the growth of the institutions’ research programs . 

As a library leader, here are some of the reasons you 
might advocate for a robust open access strategy: 

• Demonstrating your institution’s leadership
in open access

• Elevating the national and global reputation
of your institution

• Improving equity in funding, publishing,
and accessing research

• Aligning library and research goals across
your institution

• Maximizing the impact of your publishing budget

• Increasing the visibility of research, including
citations and readership

• Boosting the overall output of open
access research

Introduction

360+ 
Global TA agreements

40+ 
Publishing Partners

30+ 
Countries

Source: ESAC

https://www.coalition-s.org
https://deltathink.com/news-views-open-access-market-sizing-update-2021/
https://deltathink.com/news-views-open-access-market-sizing-update-2021/
https://esac-initiative.org/about/transformative-agreements/agreement-registry/


Managing the Transition

Despite clear benefits, the transition to open access 
is complex and comes with challenges . One of the 
fundamental obstacles facing librarians today is a 
profound lack of streamlined systems .

In other words: everyone is talking about open access, 
but not everyone has the resources or workflows to 
manage open access efficiently. As a result, many 
open access programs produce significant value for 
researchers, publishers, and the general public but limit 
librarians to the antiquated constraints of costly and 
siloed processes . 

Every transformational agreement requires a shift 
in how institutions and publishers work together . 
They introduce new approval methods, new payment 
mechanisms, and often new reporting requirements . 
As the volume of these agreements and open access 
publishing requests increase, so does the complexity of 
a librarian’s role . 

Unfortunately, the transition to open access has 
introduced administrative tasks that prevent librarians 
from working towards their strategic goals . But that’s 
not how it has to be . 

Streamlining open access workflows is possible if libraries 
are positioned as the strategic center for the open 
access transition . Instead of focusing on researchers and 
publishers—as most existing software solutions do—
open access processes should enable librarians to work 
precisely and efficiently. After all, empowered librarians 
lead to empowered researchers . 

The open access movement demands new levels 
of collaboration between everyone involved in the 
research ecosystem, including researchers, librarians, 
scientific publishers, institutions, and consortia. 

In this eBook, we’ll briefly explore three of the 
challenges librarians face when managing open access 
research, and then introduce three ways to turn them 
into opportunities:

1 . TA Management
2 . Payments + APC Management
3 . Reporting

Common Roadblocks to  
Open Access Management:

Lack of standards for metadata  
and processes

High volume

Separate publisher workflows

Manual approval and payment processes

Complex decision making

Technical staff training
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Open Access Management 



Transformational Agreement 
Management 

Every transformational agreement reflects the budget, 
objectives, and open access strategies of the publisher 
and institution involved . That means each partnership 
demands unique management processes . 

Some transformational agreements exclude certain 
journal titles from the list of accessible publications; 
others include every title . Some agreements cover gold 
open access; others cover green open access . Some 
agreements specify article caps; others set a fixed 
spend threshold . 

It falls on librarians to manually track each of these 
details and incorporate them into their day-to-day 
management . And each publisher has their own 
workflow or software to review agreement terms and 
approve or deny articles. That means many librarians find 
themselves crafting their own manual spreadsheets and 
records just to keep it all straight . 

The strategic importance of open access also means 
librarians have more stakeholders to involve in 
every decision. Today, librarians find themselves 
communicating more than ever with Offices of Scholarly 
Communications, Offices of Research, Faculty Senates, 
Purchasing and Finance Departments, Professional 
Development Teams, and even Deans and Provosts to 
circulate important updates and get buy-in . Additionally, 
librarians face varying levels of faculty support across 
different institutions and disciplines.  

Transformational agreements have a lot of potential to 
positively impact an institution’s research output . But 
without consistent workflows, the transition to open 
access will continue to overburden library teams and 
drive up operational costs . 
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Challenge #1

Improving TA Management

The single greatest opportunity to improve 
the management of your institution’s 
transformational agreements is centralization . 
Rather than being forced to work within every 
publisher’s unique dashboard and workflow, you 
should look for a streamlined TA management 
system that pulls in data from each publisher . 

By owning your own TA dashboard, you can get a 
comprehensive view of all obligations and costs 
at a glance . That means you can more quickly 
and accurately review requests, approve articles, 
and stay within the terms of every partnership . 
The best TA management solutions include 
touch-free workflows that let you auto-approve 
simple requests based on predetermined rules, 
and spend your time reviewing only the most 
complex scenarios . 

Apart from the immediate financial 
implications, one significant challenge 

libraries are facing [with TAs] is the  
sub-optimal level of workflow 

infrastructure that could determine  
the success or failure of otherwise 

innovative approaches.

READ THE CASE STUDY

https://insights.uksg.org/articles/10.1629/uksg.419/


Payments and APC Management 

As open access programs grow, the second challenge 
librarians face is coordinating payments and article 
processing charges (APCs) . Librarians are responsible 
for managing budgets and payment requests that are in 
a constant state of change .

For some institutions in the early stages of their open 
access journey, researchers still source a majority of 
their funding through grants . Other institutions have 
designed “multi-payer” or “co-funder” models that draw 
funds from researchers and centralized library budgets . 
Institutions with a more thorough open access strategy 
often operate exclusively with centralized open access 
budgets allocated to transformational agreements .

Open access librarians might manage payments 
for hundreds of articles across multiple publishers 
at a time . Without a single system to process those 
transactions, they must manually review every invoice 
and cross-check it with the relevant transformational 
agreement before logging into a publisher’s proprietary 
dashboard and remitting payment . Along the way, they 
might encounter inaccurate tax calculations, incomplete 
documentation, and extra approval requirements from 
central finance teams. 

A slow payment process isn’t only costly and frustrating; 
it also puts librarians in the unenviable position of 
managing internal and external stakeholders . They’re 
caught in-between publishers, who demand timely 
and accurate payment, and researchers, who often 
receive frustrating payment reminders directly from 
the publishers . This experience sows confusion among 
researchers and can even undermine the institution’s 
open access goals by discouraging those faculty 
members from pursuing future open access projects . 
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Challenge #2

Management of article processing 
charges – challenges for libraries
by Adriana Sikora and Kai Geschuhn

Wherever their own organization falls on this 
spectrum, librarians must review and approve 
author payment requests, coordinate payments 
from central accounts, and keep a clear 
accounting record for future budgeting and 
reporting. This requires a sophisticated workflow 
and administration on an article-by-article basis .

READ THE CASE STUDY

Improving Payments  
and APC Management

Payments and APC management can also be 
dramatically improved by centralization . In this 
case, centralization means consolidating open 
access funding into a single deposit account for 
your entire institution . Taking this approach will 
enable you to handle increasing payment requests 
without the need to coordinate with separate 
research departments and the finance office. 

Once you have a centralized funding structure, 
you should look for tools and systems to better 
structure the payment process and make it more 
efficient while adding automated solutions. Ideally, 
these will let you set parameters and rules based 
on the terms of each transformational agreement 
and your own compliance requirements . By 
automating the easiest payments, you’ll be able  
to spot outliers, rein in uncategorized spending, 
and ultimately save time .

https://insights.uksg.org/articles/10.1629/uksg.229/


Reporting

Pursuing open access is only one part of the equation . 
How can institutions know if they’re successful? 

The best open access programs measure key 
performance indicators and adjust their strategy 
accordingly . They might include leading indicators like 
the total number of open access submissions, or lagging 
indicators like total citations . 

Once again, the responsibility for this critical task often 
falls to librarians . They are involved in most steps in 
the publishing process, which means they are well-
positioned to investigate where their institution’s 
authors are publishing, how much they’re spending, and 
the impact their research is having . 

Reporting is often one of the most complex steps in 
open access management because it depends on 
accurate data collection from end to end . If institutions 
do not have structured data and standardized processes 
for transformational agreements, how can librarians 
compare the results across publishers? How can they 
accurately analyze historical trends if payments aren’t 
automated and documented? 

Many librarians express frustration at the expectation of 
speedy reporting from funders and institutional leaders . 
Comprehensive reports can become backlogged without 
an efficient open access management system because 

of limited time and resources . As the program grows, 
funders’ expectations will grow, and libraries won’t  
be able to scale .

This tedious process also keeps library leaders from 
conducting the level of analysis required to make better 
investment decisions . In the early stages of open access 
adoption, most institutions don’t have a clear view of 
their baseline publishing activity, and APC payments 
often are made “in the wild” . Without constantly 
monitoring spending and research impact,  
they are forced to make major decisions based on 
assumptions instead of empirical evidence .
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Challenge #3

Improving Reporting

Good data in means good data out . The best 
steps you can take to improve your open access 
reporting are connecting and tracking every 
decision, transaction, and published article . The 
best OA management systems will integrate with 
publisher dashboards and payment systems so 
you can see everything in one place . 

As you put together a reporting system, consider 
how your institution defines success, and 
incorporate the indicators required to track 
progress . Are you focused on the global reach of 
your research? Track total readership or attention 
scores like altmetrics . Are you focused on the 
efficient use of your research budget? Make sure 
you compare total articles against total spend . 

Reporting is all about creating a positive feedback 
loop . As a librarian, you should aim to empower 
yourself with the information you need to make 
the best publishing decisions for your researchers 
and your institution . 

“All institutions are collecting data  
in some format...but they have mostly  

been creating their own in-house  
methods of doing this because no standard  

way had been developed.”

Stuart Lawson  
Research Analyst at Jisc

https://doi.org/10.1087/20150103


Conclusion

Putting Libraries at the  
Center of Open Access Success

As more institutions transition to open access, 
librarians find themselves juggling a wide variety 
of responsibilities . They are tasked with managing 
individual transformational agreements, making 
payments, coordinating APC funds, and reporting to 
funders and institutional leaders about the status of 
their open access program . 

These challenges are real, but they’re not 
insurmountable . By incorporating open access 
management systems that centralize agreements, 
automate payments, and track key indicators, librarians 
can take control of the process and position themselves 
to have a major impact on open access research .
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About Knowledge Unlatched

Oable was developed by Knowledge Unlatched, a global organization committed to empowering open 

access research . Its online platform serves as a central resource for libraries to integrate open access 

models, access book and journal collections, and learn about various open access initiatives . The team 

at Knowledge Unlatched continues to work with leading libraries and publishers to find new ways to 

successfully manage open access processes . Learn more at www .knowledgeunlatched .org . 

Oable is a workflow solutions system to manage 
open access administration that addresses 
librarians’ main management challenges: approvals, 
payment, and reporting.

Rather than addressing the entire open access ecosystem, 
Oable is deeply committed to the librarian experience—
because we believe libraries should be at the center of the 
open access transition . 

We designed Oable in partnership with leading librarians 
and institutions around the world, and we’re constantly 
improving its features to keep up with their evolving needs . 

If you’re looking for a single solution to unlock the full potential of 
your open access strategy, we invite you to visit www.oable.org.

Approvals

Payment

Reporting

“I’m excited to have a tool that allows us  
to streamline our processes around open  

access and build requesting into our campus 
research management infrastructure.”

Mark Paris  
Associate University Librarian for Scholarly Resources  

& Discovery, Brandeis University

https://knowledgeunlatched.org
https://oable.org


Our Misson
Oable’s mission is to make open access easy 
by delivering an innovative management 
solution that reduces the time required for 
institutions to manage multiple agreements, 
systems, processes, and requirements .

Our Vision
Oable’s vision is to be the preferred tool  
in establishing industry standards and  
leaders in transforming legacy open access 
workflow solutions for approval, payment,  
and reporting operations .

For more information, or to sign up  
for a demo, visit: Oable.org

http://Oable.org

