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Abstract: This paper provides an overview of the open access (OA) movement to date, with specific focus on both health

information and Canada, updates on some major areas of OA activity, and a discussion of emerging opportunities and

needs for librarians due to the evolving OA paradigm.

Open access and health librarians in 2011

The area of open access (OA) to scholarly communica-
tions and health information has grown and developed
much in recent years. Here in 2011, we sit a full 14 years
since PubMed’s ‘‘experimental search system’’ became
freely available online; 9 years after the Budapest Open
Access Initiative called for the opening up of scholarly lit-
erature; and 3 years after the implementation of an OA
policy for peer-reviewed research funded by the Canadian
Institutes of Health Research / Instituts de recherche en
santé du Canada (CIHR / IRSC). Health information has
emerged as ‘‘ground zero’’ of the OA movement in Canada
and beyond, and health information specialists are increas-
ingly called upon to advise and facilitate open scholarly
communications.

Yet such strides toward freely available information have
not come without resistance and backlash. Fear and mis-
information regarding change within the scholarly publish-
ing industry remain widespread, and business models
supporting OA journals are often still experimental. While
the potential for universal access to online information is
great, the transition does carry risks for some stakeholders
and confusion for many. Librarians, sometimes in new
roles and under different job titles, are well poised to offer
support for this transition to a more open era.

This paper provides an overview of the OA movement to
date, with specific focus on both health information and
Canada, updates on some major areas of OA activity, and a
discussion of emerging opportunities and needs for librar-
ians due to the evolving OA paradigm.

A brief history of open access

Tracing the development of OA, one must look back at
least as far as the emergence of e-journals in the late 1980s (a
more thorough history might trace the movement back to
the 1960s and the United States Department of Defense’s
development of Internet-predecessor ARPANET). Publish-
ers of early e-journals included Stevan Harnad (Psycoloquy,
1989), Charles W. Bailey (Public Access Computer Systems

Review, 1989), and Jean-Claude Guédon (Surfaces, 1991);
all prominent OA advocates to this day.

The 1990s brought about the first declarations of free
access to information, including the 1991 ‘‘Bromley Princi-
ples’’ regarding full and open access to ‘‘global change’’ data
[1], and the 1996 Bermuda Principles, which suggested that
all human genomic sequence information be entered into the
public domain, and was adopted as policy for the Human
Genome Project [2]. The year 1994 marked a turning point in
public use of the Internet, largely due to the mass uptake of
Mosaic/Netscape’s graphical browsers. With the dramatic
increase in Internet use, e-journals and policy regarding freely
available online information proliferated. In 1997, the
United States National Library of Medicine announced free
web-based access to MEDLINE via PubMed [3], making a
dramatic mark on the health information world.

The early 2000s brought the major OA declarations: Buda-
pest [4], Bethesda [5], and Berlin [6], which collectively estab-
lished a working definition of OA. At the same time, a genre of
research literature seeking to quantify impact advantages or
disadvantages of OA was emerging [7–9]. Following on the
heels of these developments, library associations began to
adopt policy statements on OA, including the Medical Library
Association in 2003 [10], International Federation of Library
Associations and Institutions (IFLA) in 2004 [11], the British
Columbia Library Association also in 2004 [12], and the Cana-
dian Library Association in 2005 (revised in 2008) [13].

While some differences persist, at this point there is a
fairly strong consensus around core elements of a definition
of OA. These elements generally echo Peter Suber’s basic
definition [14], namely that OA literature is (a) free to read,
(b) online, and (c) often subject to more permissive copy-
right and licensing restrictions than traditionally published
literature. Works that are OA can be either ‘‘gold’’ (the
published version of record is openly accessible), ‘‘green’’
(the published version of record is behind a paywall, but a
copy has been openly archived online), or both. Today, OA
is generally, albeit not exclusively, used to refer to scholarly
literature, particularly peer-reviewed journal articles.

Today, OA seems an unstoppable movement. The Di-
rectory of Open Access Journals [15] contains over 6000
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journals, with estimates on the proportion of peer-reviewed
journals that are OA coming in at around 20% overall, and
higher in biomedicine [16]. Several OA journals have rock-
eted to prominence in the Impact Factor rankings, spawning
copycat journals across publishers. Journal publishers, while
often continuing to experiment with business models as well
as access models, are increasingly demonstrating awareness
of research funder mandates [17] and an understanding that,
at least as part of their portfolio, OA is here to stay [18].
Institutional repositories are becoming standard equipment
for universities, and subject repositories such as PubMed
Central and E-LIS continue to grow, along with OA man-
dates from research funders and academic institutions.

The Canadian Health Libraries Association / Association
des bibliothèques de la santé du Canada (CHLA / ABSC) has
a record of support for OA that includes publishing activities,
policy advocacy, and member education resources. Starting
in 2004, CHLA / ABSC hosted conference sessions [19], pub-
lished articles in the Journal of the Canadian Health Libraries
Association / Journal de l’Association des bibliothèques de la
santé du Canada (JCHLA / JABSC) discussing [20] and
investigating [21] OA and related topics, and provided Fact
Sheets on OA related issues [22]. CHLA / ABSC converted
this journal to gold OA in May 2006, and has been digitizing
prior issues over the past few years. Also in 2006, CHLA /
ABSC submitted a response to the CIHR / IRSC draft policy
on access to research outputs, speaking in favour of a strong
OA policy by the funder. In 2010, CHLA / ABSC approved
an Open Access Interest Group [23], open to all members in
good standing, for the purpose of supporting discussion,
education, and advocacy related to OA and related scholarly
communications issues.

Entwinement of open access and health

While biomedicine was not among the very first fields to
adopt OA archiving or publishing practices, health has been
entwined with OA since the topic entered the public policy
arena. This is due to both characteristics of the medical pub-
lishing industry and characteristics of health as a field of
research and practice. Similar to other access issues within
medicine, communication of health-relevant information
carries an element of moral imperative. Evidence-based
medicine relies on care providers having access to current
scientific information. Subscription cost barriers create dis-
parities between ‘‘have’’ and ‘‘have-not’’ practitioners,
regions, and countries. Globally, those in poorer or ‘‘devel-
oping’’ countries can rarely afford journal subscriptions akin
to those enjoyed by Canadians, and even within our national
boundaries there are substantial differences in access among
health practitioners.

The consumer health movement has encouraged the
development of ‘‘activated’’ patients who desire public
access to the scientific literature in order to participate in
their own health care. In an era of increased advertising of
health products, such as prescription drugs, to both health
professionals and the public, there is a call for access to the
scientific literature in order to counteract any bias present
in advertisements. Additionally, a large amount of health
research is publicly-funded, fuelling a sentiment of public
entitlement to the results of government-funded research.
Evidence-based medicine, global health and the digital

divide, the consumer health movement, concerns about
advertising of health products, and calls for government
accountability all contribute toward a climate in which
OA to scientific health information holds moral appeal.

Issues of prestige, journal funding sources and conflict of
interest in medical publishing have also contributed to the OA
focus on health. The prestige and impact of medical journals
varies widely. The most prominent journals are for many
researchers the place to publish in order to make a name for
oneself. With prestige has often come cost, and subscriptions
to top-tier journals can be very expensive, with specialised
niche journals in certain fields being even more costly. Medical
publishing has historically relied on a variety of revenue
streams, including subscriptions, advertising, sponsorship,
reprint charges, and in some subfields author charges. Because
article reprints may be used by drug and device makers as part
of promotional activities, this revenue stream is more signifi-
cant in medical publishing than in many other fields.

While the issue of conflicts of interest (COI) in medical
publishing is a separate one from that of OA, due to some
high-profile events they have become associated. In 1999,
when JAMA editor George Lundberg was fired over his
decision to publish an article concluding that the majority
of college students did not believe oral sex was ‘‘having
sex’’ while the U.S. Senate was holding President Clinton’s
impeachment hearings [24], he became editor in chief of
online medical information portal Medscape. Later that
same year, NEJM fired editor Jerome Kassirer over his
refusal to allow the use of the NEJM name, logo and repu-
tation to create new revenue streams out of articles rejected
by NEJM [25]. In 2006, the CMAJ fired top editors John
Hoey and Anne Marie Todkill over editorial differences
that came to a head over an article regarding the contro-
versial over-the-counter status of the ‘‘morning after pill’’
Plan B, inspiring a mass flight from the CMAJ editorial
board. These editors turned around to found OA journal
Open Medicine the following year. While these editorial
disputes were not specifically about free public access to
research, and OA itself is not necessarily an answer to
COI issues, the fact that the casualties of editorial
skirmishes have become proponents of free online health
literature has created entanglement between the issues of
OA and transparency in medical publishing.

It should be noted that not everyone is wholly in favour
of OA to health literature. With concerns about the quality
of peer-review, journal editing and measures of publication
impact already abundant within traditional scientific lit-
erature, any challenges to the publishing industry status
quo raise fears about the future of scholarly publishing.
Some argue that while free access is merited within low-
income countries, publishers should continue to charge
for access in wealthy countries. A few voices have expressed
concern about the general public’s ability to interpret med-
ical research intended for an expert audience, fearing that
releasing medical literature into the wilds might cause
unnecessary fear and misunderstanding among patients.

Canada and OA to health information

In the international forum, Canada has shown leadership
in some areas of OA, and lagged behind the pack in others.
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An area of significant leadership has been research funder
action, including mandates on free access to results of
funded research, especially in health. As of the time of writ-
ing, Canada has 11 researcher funder mandates listed in the
Sherpa Project’s Juliet database [26], 9 of which are specif-
ically biomedical or health funders. The CIHR / IRSC have
shown great leadership in this area, mandating researchers
to attempt to achieve free online access to all peer-reviewed
articles resulting from funded research as of January 2008,
and allowing only a 6-month embargo period – standards
that have been emulated by many other Canadian funders.
The CIHR / IRSC worked with Canadian Institute for
Scientifuc and Technical Information (CISTI) and the Uni-
ted States National Library of Medicine to develop and
launch PubMed Central Canada, the first bilingual
PubMed Central portal and mirror site. CIHR / IRSC has
also provided 3-year funding for CHLA / ABSC’s Canadian
Virtual Health Library (CVHL) project [27]. Another area
in which Canadian OA efforts have met with success is the
development of university institutional repositories (IRs).
Thanks in large part to the library sector and the CARL
IR Program [28], IRs have become nearly ubiquitous in
Canadian universities, leaving few academic researchers
wanting for a place to securely archive their work.

In contrast to the leadership shown by our research fun-
ders and academic libraries, Canada’s university administra-
tions and government policy have been slower to take
initiative on OA. University research administrators aware
of OA, but are only beginning to explore ways to respond to
research funder OA policies and assist affiliated researchers
with policy compliance [29]. While institutional repositories
are widespread, according to the MELIBIA database [30]
Canada now has just 8 university OA policies, half of which
are university-wide and half of which were adopted by a
specific school or faculty within a university. Unlike the pat-
tern in some other countries (e.g., the US and UK), university
OA policy adoption in Canada has not been led by the largest
and most prominent universities, nor is there a major
national multi-university OA implementation group.

Similarly, Canada lacks a national stance or platform on
OA as well as other key elements of a national digital strategy.
Certain branches of the government – for example Library
and Archives Canada – are embracing ‘‘going digital’’ [31] in
order to provide increased public access. However, despite
new calls from the Conference Board of Canada to open up
publicly funded research [32], the idea of a national OA
requirement hasn’t gained much support from legislators.
Canadian research funder policies, while a strength, do not
always carry much influence with publishers who are primarily
oriented toward the larger US National Institutes of Health
access policy with different archiving standards, and this
works against the success of PubMed Central Canada and
compliance with our funder policies. Greater advocacy with
publishers and a stronger, more unified Canadian voice are
needed to ensure that our university and research funder OA
policies are respected internationally.

Opportunities for health librarians

The emergent era of open scholarly communications
creates opportunities for health librarians. We may

increasingly be called upon to collaborate in research and
take on some OA-related new roles. We have seen new job
titles, such as ‘‘scholarly communications librarian’’ and a
proliferation of digital initiative management jobs, particu-
larly within academic library settings. In the publishing
world, librarians are marketable and desirable copyright
consultants, publishers and journal editorial board mem-
bers. Many librarians with records management skill sets
may act as preservationists of research and data, creating
and managing open digital repositories, policies and
archives.

The growing ocean of openly available information
requires new forms of media navigation and literacy
instruction to faculty, students, health care providers and
the public – instruction that librarians are highly qualified
to offer as an evolution of traditional bibliographic instruc-
tion methods. Within the research domain, librarians are
already heavily involved in tracking the growth of OA [33],
investigating the relationship between OA and publication
impact [34], and examining the social, political and beha-
vioural aspects of OA adoption and resistance [29,35,36].

The spread of the ‘‘open’’ movement into government
and researcher data [37,38], as well as the potential for
widespread adoption of open notebook science [39] and
open educational resources [40,41], create yet more oppor-
tunities for health librarians and other information special-
ists. Many of these opportunities may look suspiciously like
our old roles, as they rely on applying skills and tools of
traditional librarianship to the new landscape of openly
accessible digital media. The world of OA today is vastly
different that of just a few years ago, and can be expected to
continue rapid evolution in the near future. Within this
world are a multitude of new opportunities for health li-
brarian leadership, should we rise to the challenge, adapt-
ing our strengths to meet these emerging needs.
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