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Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this article is to discuss open access to scholarly full-text documents.

Design/methodology/approach – Discusses open access to scholarly full-text documents.

Findings – The paper shows that while open access archives are good for the majority, for
publishers, editors and authors, open access articles can substantially increase their impact, and the
impact factor for the source journals.

Originality/value – The paper offers insights into scholarly full-text documents.
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The last issue of this column discussed the open access alternatives to scholarly
indexing/abstracting information (Jacsó, 2006a). These can fully or partially substitute
for some fee-based indexing/abstracting publications in print, CD-ROM and/or online
formats, and save thousands of dollars for libraries in identifying relevant published
documents about a subject. For many libraries, however, the open access secondary
services are of little help if the libraries do not subscribe to the print edition of the source
journals covered by the secondary services, and do not have sufficient budget for
interlibrary loans, let alone for document delivery services. This is a particularly acute
problem in the developing countries. In addition, for many users resource discovery
through indexing/abstracting publications is not gratifying, even if the primary
documents are (almost) instantly available in or through the library in print format.

This column discusses the variety of open access alternatives to the full-text of
primary scholarly documents in digital format. These in turn may offer not “only” the
full-text of the documents but also supplements and additional contents (such as
detailed versions of the summary tables, questionnaires, colour graphs, charts and
other materials) which are not available in print format for technical, monetary or
space reasons. Most importantly, the majority of the providers of full-text open access
digital scholarly document collections provide the option of searching the full-text
itself – although with varying degrees of efficiency.

Providers and types of open access scholarly full-text documents
The largest collections of scholarly full-text documents are provided by digital
depositories and repositories maintained by government agencies, associations,
universities, professional volunteer groups, as well as new and traditional scholarly
publishers (directly or indirectly through their digital facilitators).

Some government agencies excel in offering open access to tens of thousands of
scientific and technical reports, such as the National Criminal Justice Reference Service
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(NCJRS), the Transportation Research Information Services (TRIS), the InfoBridge and
the ERIC databases from the Department of Justice, the Department of Transportation,
the Department of Energy, and the Department of Education, respectively. It is
unfortunate that the open access version of the ERIC database does not search the
full-text of the 110,000 ERIC Digest documents. You may limit the search to items
which have full-text, but you will not find documents which have the search term only
in the full-text and not in the bibliographic data (title, abstract, descriptor, identifier,
etc.). It should be a quick fix to bring out the best from the open access version of the
full-text enhancements in the ERIC database.

The PubMed Central database of the National Institute of Health is far the largest
provider of open access full-text journal articles in medicine and the life sciences.
PubMed itself has been a mightily powerful open access indexing/abstracting database
with links to open access articles. PubMed Central took this a giant step further by
having close to 650,000 open access full-text scholarly articles in its depository; these
articles are fully and powerfully searchable – not just linked to with a little savvy –
using Google, Google Scholar, Yahoo! with the site:pubmed.nih.gov filter. They all
crawl the PubMed Central site, although none of them completely. This is an enormous
qualitative advantage over any version of MEDLINE. PubMed Central covers some
journals (the British Medical Journal, for example) which do not deposit their full-text
articles in PMC, and only links are provided to the open access full-text papers; but
there are only 5,270 such documents. Surprisingly few articles gave substantial
accolades to the remarkable achievement of NIH (Delamothe and Smith, 2001).

Universities have been instrumental not only in developing software tools for digital
libraries and building collections, primarily by facilitating the deposit of the full-text
versions of the publications of their faculty members, and also by organizing
conferences and offering assistance to act as depositories and repositories of full-text
scholarly publications in a (sub)discipline. The arxiv.org repository of scholarly papers
in physics can be considered the mother of all open access collections. It has been
developed and maintained by Cornell University, one of the bastions in the
development of digital libraries. Papers in computer science, cognitive sciences, and
quantitative biology have been added to this e-print archive of about 380,000 open
access full-text documents. It is searchable through several other information services,
including both subscription-based and toll-free services, such as ISI Web Citation
Index and Scirus, respectively.

One of the most interesting use of the arxiv.org collection (and a few other archives)
is through CiteBase (Brody, 2003) – an experimental and incomplete but nevertheless
impressive open access citation searching service developed by Tim Brody at
Southampton University, a leader in developments and research projects related to the
creation and use of open access collections and citation analysis in the UK.

One of the most successful projects to create a large, discipline-specific open access
collection is CiteSeer (also known as ResearchIndex), which includes 750,000 computer
and information science publications enhanced by a sophisticated autonomous citation
searching component (Giles et al., 1998). It was developed by NEC Laboratories and is
maintained by Penn State University, which launched a similar open access full-text
database, SMEALSearch, with a focus on open access business-related scholarly papers.

CiteSeer gave the idea to Google for the development of Google Scholar, and Google
received unprecedented support from most publishers, who offered unfettered access
to Google robots to harvest metadata and the full-text of millions of articles. While
Google Scholar is a good tool for finding scholarly articles on practically any subject,

OIR
30,5

588



its poor structuring and identification of the data elements, and basic problems with
the search engine, make it a disappointing tool for its much touted citation analysis
function. Hiring a professional who is competent in developing algorithms for correctly
matching the cited and citing references could provide a much better tool instead of
dispensing highly inflated hit counts and absurd citation counts based on phantom
citations that many researchers assume to be true (Jacsó, 2006c).

Scholarly associations and societies have been pioneering the open access
movement, especially the American Association For Cancer Research, the American
Cancer Society, the American Diabetes Association, the American Heart Association,
the American Physiological Society, the American Meteorological Society, the
American Society for Biochemistry and Molecular Biology, the American Society for
Microbiology, the American Society for Pharmacology and Experimental
Therapeutics, The Endocrine Society, the Society for Endocrinology, the Society for
General Microbiology, and the Royal College of Psychiatrists which offer open access
to hundreds of thousands full-text documents.

Professional volunteer groups have been very active in creating new, Web-born
journals, converting existing print journals into digital serials, and/or creating open
access depositories of scholarly publications. By far the largest and most impressive
project by professional volunteers from 54 countries and 34 USA states is the RePEc
(Research Papers in Economics) Project. This is a combination of personal and
corporate directory of individuals and organisations doing economics research, a
software directory and full-text archive of about 300,000 scholarly journal articles,
conference papers, working papers (a key document type in economics), books and
book chapters. The system has developed at such a fast rate that the home page reports
almost 100,000 fewer documents then are really searchable and downloadable online.
The availability of the metadata and the full-text documents in a very well-structured
format, inspired a number of implementations by volunteers who focused on different
services (source document searching, citation searching, etc.) and developed a variety
of smart software features (see Figure 1).

Most of the other sources in this category of collectively created sources by
information professionals have relatively small collections, but they are focused on
specific topics within a discipline, such as the articles published Ariadne, D-Lib
Magazine, First Monday on issues of digital libraries and related issues. In a few cases
the competence, interest and stamina of a single individual produced remarkable
results. The Web-born journal, Information Research, is the labor of love of the editor,
Professor Tom Wilson of Sheffield University. It gives you a good indication of the
quality of this journal that it is the only Web-born and open access journal in the
Information and Library Science category of the Web of Science database, and it has a
higher impact factor than 35 other journals in the category, including many traditional
library and information science journals (some of which do not have any substantial
digital presence on the Web, not even for subscribers).

Of the new publishers, BioMed Central stands out by offering open access to
full-text documents in more than 160 journals. (Some of these are non-BMC journals
which switched to using the BMC platform, such as the Acta Veterinaria Scandinavica,
and became fully open access.) In most of the journals published or hosted by BMC all
the research articles are open access, but there are significant exceptions for other
types of publications, such as reviews and commissioned articles. For example, in
Arthritis Research & Therapy there are 445 open access research articles, and 1,720
other articles. Many items in the latter category are also open access, but not all of
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them. Limiting the search to 2006, the ratio in this journal was 90 research articles, and
27 other documents, of which 16 required subscription. In the entire collection there are
about 17,000 research articles and 7,800 other articles. There is no way to exclude from
the search the subscription-based items. Even with this restriction, it is yet another
significant open access database.

Traditional scholarly publishers (for-profit and non-profit alike) and their digital
facilitators appeared at the end of my list above, even though for many users they seem
to have the largest number of “free” full-text documents. However, the major part of
their full-text collections are free only for patrons of libraries which subscribe to the
print journals and conference proceedings; that is, these are not really open access
because they are not available for anyone from anywhere. For example, the largest
scholarly publisher, Elsevier, has about 6.5 million full-text journal articles in its
ScienceDirect digital collection, but they are free only through libraries which
subscribe to the print edition of the specific journals of Elsevier and its imprints (such
as Pergamon Press, Academic Press, etc.). True, there are a few temporarily open

Figure 1.
Document types and
volumes in the
EconPapers
implementation of RePEc
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access issues of some of the journals, but these are not predictable. To their credit,
many of the traditional journals proved their generosity by offering open access to
many of their journals to developing countries through the HINARI and AGORA
projects (Kirsop and Chan, 2005).

That said, some of the traditional publishers do offer genuinely and universally
open access to publications, and not only for less prominent journals, but also for ones
with the highest impact in the discipline. Oxford University Press stand out among the
traditional publishers both in the quantity and quality of open access journals. For
example, there are more than 6,000 open access articles from Human Reproduction,
Human Reproduction Update and Molecular Human Reproduction which are ranked
first, second and fourth by impact factor among the 24 journals in the Reproductive
Biology section of the most current ISI Journal Citation Reports.

HighWire Press provides the largest number of open access articles, about 1,370,000
articles as of the end of July 2006. This is close to 40 per cent of the 3.6 million full-text
article collection of HighWire Press. Although Ingenta, MetaPress and Allen Press also
host some open access journals for traditional publishers, Highwire Press is the largest
and most outstanding digital facilitator (see Figure 2).

HighWire hosts nearly 200 of the journals of Oxford University Press alone (25 per
cent of them open access), among the nearly 1000 journals of dozens of publishers. It
hosts one third of the 200 highest impact factor journals in the sciences and social
sciences. The third and fifth ranked journals of the Reproductive Biology Section,
Biology of Reproduction and Reproduction, are also offered in open access format by
HighWire Press on behalf of their respective publishers. It is the host also of
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences (PNAS) with more than 28,500 open

Figure 2.
The five highest impact

factor journals in
Reproductive Biology are
hosted by Highwire Press
digital facilitator on behalf

of the publishers
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access full-text documents from this journal along with a plethora of free powerful and
appealing add-on services. PNAS is the third highest impact factor serial publication in
the Multidisciplinary category of the ISI Journal Citation reports.

It illustrates the volume and quality of the open access journals hosted by Highwire
Press that the search on the keyword, “reproduction”, found 117,000 articles. Of the
first 150 hits checked 46 were open access full-text articles from top ranking journals
(see Figure 3).

There are many open access scholarly journal article and conference paper
collections being built around the world. They represent not merely a broad topical and
geographical spectrum, but also prove the viability of implementing open access
archives even in low income countries. It is no surprise that the USA, UK, Canada and
Japan are in the forefront of the open access centralised and decentralised archiving of
scholarly publications. There are significant open access archives also in continental
Europe (Dobratz and Matthaei, 2003), and some of the low income countries (especially
India and Brazil) have already proven that the open access movement will not be
restricted to the G8 countries, but will spread to less developed regions. Some examples
are discussed as feasible models in the keynote address of the Asia and Oceania section
of the 2006 IFLA Conference (Jacsó, 2006b)

The extent of open access
The Web-born journals typically offer open access to all the papers published
throughout their lifetime. The publishers who digitised their back issues have many

Figure 3.
Several add-on services
available through
HighWire Press
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different strategies. The most convenient (but not necessarily essential) is when all the
articles from Volume 1 Issue 1 until the current (or even forthcoming) issue(s) are open
access. This is the case, for example, with almost all of the journals in the BMC
portfolio except for non-research articles in three journals in addition to Arthritis
Research & Therapy discussed above. Most of these started in 2001 or later. The same
is true for the small but ever growing PLoS (Public Library of Science) journal family.

There are some other journals, especially in PubMed Central and Allen Press, which
offer open access to the whole run of some journals, such as the Journal of the Medical
Library Association (and its former title: Bulletin of the Medical Library Association)
going back to 1911, Medical History from 1957, or the Journal of Clinical Investigation
from 1924 (which is also available as open access journal on the HighWire Press
platform, but only from 1996 onward). It is a nice gesture that HWP flashes a message
that PMC offers the whole run of this important journal.

Most of the time there is another restriction for the start of open access coverage. This
applies even to subscribers who had subscription to the print version for decades. For
example, about 90 per cent of the Oxford University Press journals are available in open
access format from 1996. Even subscribers to the print journals for the earlier years would
need to have a separate digital subscription to the historical archive of those journals. At
the exhibit of the Medical Library Exhibition I saw the concept of the historical archive
being introduced by many publishers – all for the pre-1996 period. It remains to be seen if
this will be a moving wall, i.e. next year it will change to pre-1997, etc.

Then there is another limit to the extent of open access by most of the publishers
(again, there are the exceptions for the BMC and PLOS journals and a few other). This
is the imposed delay in making the volumes available for several months or years after
publication. This moratorium can range from three to 36 months. The most common
moratorium seems to be one to two years years. This is understandable, as not even the
most generous publishers want to give away the family jewels, the most current issues.
For a reality check, very often end-users learn about interesting articles only when they
start appearing in abstracting/indexing databases or start being cited, which rarely
happen sooner than several months after publication.

Good for the goose, good for the gander
One can complain about these restrictions, but it is much smarter to learn about the
existing and impressive open access options which can save a lot of money, sparing
considerable document delivery and interlibrary loan expenses. Unlike HighWire
Press, Document delivery services fail to alert the searcher to the fact that an article is
available in open access format. Infotrieve, for example, happily charges $12 handling
charges plus a copyright fee for articles readily available in open access full-text
collections. A current case study (Papin-Ramcharan and Dawe, 2006) discusses how
the University of the West Indies managed to maintain good quality information
services for its researchers in spite of the shrinking budget, relying heavily on open
access scholarly databases.

Open access archives are good for the goose and good for the gander. The advantages
for the end-users are obvious, but the advantages for the publishers, the editors and the
authors have been less apparent until a short but illuminating article (Lawrence, 2001)
demonstrated that open access of articles can substantially increase their impact, and
implicitly, the impact factor of the source journals. Since that time many studies have
confirmed (and a few questioned) the validity of these findings. Particularly interesting is
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the report (Harnad and Brody, 2004) which compared the impact of open access and non
open access articles from the same journals. Members of the OpCit Project at
Southampton University have created an up-to-date, annotated Webliography (OpCit,
2006) about the effect of open access on the impact of articles, and conference papers.

The open access movement has achieved significant results in a few years. These
achievements will foster the broadening of its scope, and the creation of new full-text
document archives with enhanced software features.
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