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ABSTRACT
This paper examines critical challenges in preservation, such as infrastructure limitations, technological barriers and resource 
constraints, and explores potential solutions through collaborative initiatives, standardised reporting and targeted investments. 
Drawing on existing literature and previous efforts to preserve academic content, including journal preservation and digital 
content archiving, the paper outlines actionable steps to safeguard the future of scholarly books. A working group was formed to 
create a comprehensive guide for preservation, providing a framework that will support publishers, libraries and researchers in 
securing the ongoing availability of digital monographs.

1   |   Introduction

Preservation of books is a complex and multifaceted challenge 
that requires coordinated action from publishers, libraries and 
preservation agencies. In the past 5 years, the production of 
digital scholarly monographs, including the digitisation of back 
catalogues, has grown significantly. This surge in digital mono-
graph content has been driven by various factors, including the 
increasing maturity of scholars in the humanities and social 
sciences in adopting online content. Additionally, external chal-
lenges such as the COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the need for 
remote access to scholarly materials, reshaping how researchers 
and learners engage with content. Today, digital monographs 
dominate university library collections. For instance, data from 
the Council of Australian University Librarians (CAUL) high-
lights that for over a decade, less than 10% of monograph ex-
penditure in Australian university libraries has been on print 
materials. This shift to digital formats is also reflected in usage 
patterns; by 2020, 96.75% of monograph usage in Australian and 
New Zealand university libraries was digital.1

These trends underscore a pivotal transformation in both the 
production and consumption of scholarly monographs, empha-
sising the urgent need for robust preservation strategies to en-
sure the longevity and accessibility of these critical academic 
resources.

Addressing issues of infrastructure, technological barriers, un-
clear roles and resource constraints will be critical to ensuring 
the long-term availability of these materials. While existing 
literature highlights significant gaps in preservation efforts, it 
also offers valuable insights and potential pathways for improve-
ment. Collaborative initiatives, standardised reporting mecha-
nisms and targeted investments in preservation infrastructure 
will be essential to overcoming these challenges and safeguard-
ing the future of books.

Recognising the urgency and importance of addressing these 
issues, a working group was convened to create a comprehen-
sive guide for the preservation of books. This effort builds on 
a tradition of collaborative initiatives aimed at safeguarding 
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scholarly outputs, drawing inspiration from projects such as 
the development of best practices for journal preservation and 
the creation of community-driven guidelines for digital con-
tent archiving. By tackling the unique challenges posed by 
books, the working group aimed to provide actionable solu-
tions that will benefit publishers, libraries and researchers 
alike, ensuring that these valuable resources remain accessi-
ble for generations to come.

2   |   Literature Review

The dissemination, usability and sustainability of books in the 
preservation arena extend well beyond the OA ecosystem. Many 
of the challenges and opportunities discussed apply equally to 
all book formats, including commercially published, hybrid and 
digitally restricted works. The review situates OA books within 
the broader scholarly communication landscape. This review, 
therefore, highlights issues that are systemic rather than format-
specific, offering insights relevant to the preservation and future 
of scholarly books as a whole.

The preservation of books remains an underdeveloped yet in-
creasingly critical area within the digital preservation land-
scape, and challenges related to their long-term availability 
persist. These challenges include issues of infrastructure, 
technological barriers, unclear stakeholder roles and resource 
constraints.

One of the most pervasive challenges in preserving books is 
the lack of consistent infrastructure for long-term archiving. 
Barnes et al. (2022) report that the current preservation eco-
system for monographs is fragmented, with few organisa-
tions systematically preserving these materials. The scoping 
report highlights that, unlike journals, which benefit from 
established preservation initiatives, such as the KEEPERS 
Registry,2 books lack comparable systems for tracking and 
managing preservation efforts.

Laakso et al. (2022) further emphasise the inadequacy of pres-
ervation coverage for books. Their study reveals that while 
some preservation initiatives exist, they are limited in scope, 
often failing to capture the full breadth of Open Access (OA) 
book publishing. Similarly, Derrot et al. (2014) note that many 
digital preservation efforts focus on digitised versions of print 
books rather than born-digital books, leaving significant gaps 
in coverage.

Preserving books is inherently complex due to the diversity of 
file formats, platforms and metadata standards. Kirchhoff and 
Morrissey  (2014) highlight the challenges posed by the rapid 
evolution of digital publishing technologies, which create com-
patibility issues and demand continuous updates to preservation 
systems. Formats such as EPUB and PDF, while widely used, 
often lack consistent metadata, making them difficult to archive 
systematically (Romano 2003).

Rosenthal et  al.  (2005) underline the importance of robust 
preservation systems capable of adapting to technological 
changes, but they also caution that building such systems 
requires substantial investment and collaboration among 
stakeholders.

Derrot et  al.  (2014) further stress that preserving born-digital 
content involves unique challenges, such as platform dependen-
cies and the risk of format obsolescence.

Another major challenge is the ambiguity surrounding who 
should take responsibility for preserving books. Wise  (2022) 
observes that preservation efforts often fall into a grey area 
between publishers and libraries, with neither party clearly ac-
countable for ensuring long-term access. Laakso (2023) similarly 
notes that small and medium-sized publishers, which contribute 
significantly to OA book production, often lack the resources or 
expertise to implement preservation practices.

Ferwerda et al. (2017) argue that the lack of a clear division of 
labour among stakeholders exacerbates preservation challenges. 
Their study of eight European countries found that while na-
tional policies often emphasise the importance of OA book 
preservation, they rarely provide actionable guidance on how to 
allocate responsibilities among publishers, libraries and preser-
vation agencies.

Preservation efforts are also hindered by resource limita-
tions, particularly for smaller publishers and independent 
authors. Barnes et  al.  (2022) highlight the financial and lo-
gistical barriers faced by smaller actors in the ecosystem, who 
often lack the capacity to invest in preservation infrastruc-
ture. Kirchhoff  (2011) echoes this concern, noting that even 

Key Points

1.	Increased risk of digital book loss: As digital formats 
become the primary medium for scholarly books, the 
risk of permanent loss has grown significantly due to 
factors like the closure of small publishers, website 
updates that remove historic works, changes to the 
technical standards for digital book formats and cy-
bersecurity threats.

2.	Fragility of the digital ecosystem: Unlike print mate-
rials, which were backed up in multiple copies by li-
braries, the digital book ecosystem lacks robust and 
consistent backup practices, making it more vulnera-
ble to loss and degradation.

3.	Urgency of preservation strategies: The immediate and 
extensive risks to digital content highlight the criti-
cal need for reliable preservation strategies to ensure 
continued access to scholarly knowledge for future 
generations.

4.	Importance of clarifying responsibilities and copyright 
navigation: Efforts to clarify roles, improve copyright 
management and develop comprehensive preserva-
tion guidelines are essential for safeguarding the long-
term availability of digital books.

5.	Collaboration and standardisation for Long-term suc-
cess: Continued collaboration, transparency and the 
development of standardised preservation systems, 
such as the creation of an EPUB preservation stand-
ard, will be crucial for building a sustainable and ad-
aptable global preservation framework.
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well-funded institutions struggle to balance preservation pri-
orities with other pressing demands.

Laakso et  al.  (2022) emphasise that existing preservation ser-
vices, such as CLOCKSS and Portico, are limited in their ca-
pacity to archive the growing volume of books. This limitation 
is compounded by the high costs associated with maintaining 
digital preservation systems, including technological upgrades, 
staff training and ongoing maintenance.

Laakso et al. (2022) advocate for the development of a registry or 
similar tool to monitor book preservation status, akin to existing 
systems for journals. Without such mechanisms, stakeholders 
are left without the data needed to identify gaps and allocate re-
sources effectively. Barnes et al. (2022) identify this as a critical 
gap, arguing that the absence of standardised reporting makes 
it difficult to assess the scope and effectiveness of current pres-
ervation initiatives.

The challenges faced in preserving books mirror those encoun-
tered in journal preservation, suggesting potential lessons and 
strategies. Ferwerda et  al.  (2017) highlight the importance of 
collaborative initiatives, such as the KEEPERS Registry and 
CLOCKSS, which have successfully addressed some of the chal-
lenges in journal preservation. Applying similar models to books 
could help build more robust and scalable preservation systems.

Romano  (2003) and Wise  (2022) also emphasise the need for 
cross-sector collaboration, involving publishers, libraries and 
preservation agencies. By pooling resources and expertise, 
stakeholders can overcome many of the technological and finan-
cial barriers to preservation.

If the preservation of books is a critical yet often overlooked as-
pect of ensuring long-term access to scholarly knowledge, the 
preservation of open access (OA) books deserves special attention. 
Recent research by Mikael Laakso (Laakso 2023), sponsored by 
CLOCKSS, DOAB (Directory of Open Access Books) and OAPEN 
(Open Access Publishing in European Networks), revealed a con-
cerning gap: fewer than 50% of OA books are preserved in digital 
form within long-term archives. A specific challenge for books 
lies in the false assumption that their openness inherently ensures 
preservation. Many believe that because these books are freely ac-
cessible, someone will eventually identify them and include them 
in a preservation system. Unfortunately, this is not a reliable as-
sumption. Open access books require deliberate action to ensure 
their long-term survival.

This gap in preservation raises pressing questions about roles 
and responsibilities. Who is ultimately accountable for safe-
guarding OA books? How can the smallest players in the pub-
lishing ecosystem, often working with limited budgets and 
resources, be supported to ensure their content is not lost to 
future generations? These questions remain largely unresolved, 
leaving a landscape filled with uncertainty and inconsistencies.

3   |   Aims of the Working Group

The working group (see Appendix  A for full list and roles of 
members), convened regularly throughout 2023 and 2024 with 

the overarching goal of addressing the pressing challenges of 
preserving books. This collective effort was driven by four key 
aims, each designed to address critical gaps in the preservation 
landscape and to lay the groundwork for sustainable solutions.

3.1   |   Developing a Comprehensive 
Preservation Guide

A primary aim of the group was to create a practical, accessible 
guide for stakeholders involved in book preservation. This guide 
is intended to serve as a roadmap for publishers, libraries and 
preservation agencies, clarifying roles, responsibilities and best 
practices for ensuring long-term access to books. Given the lack 
of systematic resources available for preserving digital mono-
graphs, this guide helps unify fragmented efforts and provide 
actionable recommendations for organisations of all sizes.

3.2   |   Exploring the Copyright Arena

Understanding and navigating the complex copyright landscape 
for books was another critical focus. Copyright restrictions, li-
censing agreements and usage terms often present significant 
barriers to preservation efforts. The working group aimed to 
identify common challenges and propose solutions to facilitate 
the legal and ethical preservation of books. This exploration was 
especially important for addressing the needs of smaller pub-
lishers and independent authors, who may lack the expertise or 
resources to manage copyright-related complexities.

3.3   |   Delivering a Proof-of-Concept Project 
to Make Discoverable What Books Are 
Preserved Where

To demonstrate the feasibility of preservation status discovery, 
the group undertook a proof-of-concept project. This initiative 
explored how the current supply chain infrastructure could be 
leveraged to identify which books are being preserved, where 
and by whom. By mapping and testing the data flows indicating 
preservation activities, the preservation status of selected titles, 
the project provided valuable insights into existing gaps and 
highlighted opportunities to improve transparency and collab-
oration across the preservation ecosystem. The proof-of-concept 
also emphasised the potential for scalable solutions that could 
benefit the broader community.

3.4   |   Developing a Preservation Standard for EPUB 
Format Books

Recognising the widespread use of the EPUB format for books, 
the working group prioritised the development of a preservation 
standard tailored to this format. EPUB is versatile and widely 
adopted, but its lack of uniformity in metadata, versioning and 
file structure poses significant challenges for long-term pres-
ervation. The standard developed outlined essential technical 
specifications and preservation requirements, offering a founda-
tion for consistent and reliable archiving of EPUB-based books. 
This effort aimed to ensure that EPUB files remain accessible, 
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interoperable and usable over time, regardless of technological 
changes.

By addressing these aims, the working group sought to make 
meaningful progress towards a more robust and sustainable sys-
tem for preserving books, ensuring that these valuable resources 
remain accessible for future generations.

4   |   Aim 1: Developing a Guide for Preserving 
Books

Digital books face similar preservation risks to any other materi-
als produced in a digital format. However, the preservation land-
scape is complicated by the presence of a ‘long tail’ of smaller 
publishers. These smaller actors are often difficult to reach and 
may lack the resources or knowledge to engage with preserva-
tion initiatives effectively.

To address this, book publishers must actively ensure that their 
works are deposited in national libraries or with trusted pres-
ervation partners such as CLOCKSS and Portico. Preservation 
requires more than just archiving; it involves ongoing steward-
ship, including regular copying and management, to ensure 
content remains accessible over time. Without these proactive 
measures, even open access books, despite their open availabil-
ity, risk being lost to future readers and researchers.

4.1   |   Purpose and Scope of the Guide

The guide provided a framework for preserving books to ensure 
their long-term accessibility and usability.3 It highlights the 
unique challenges of preserving books and offers practical solu-
tions for stakeholders across the publishing ecosystem, includ-
ing publishers, libraries and preservation agencies.

4.1.1   |   Key Themes and Topics Covered in the Guide

1.	 Why Preservation Matters
○	 Books are vulnerable to loss due to the lack of systematic 

preservation practices, especially for smaller publishers 
and institutions.

○	 Preservation safeguards scholarly knowledge and en-
sures accessibility for future generations.

2.	 Challenges in Book Preservation
○	 Limited awareness and resources among publishers, 

particularly small and medium-sized ones.
○	 Complexity in coordinating roles across publishers, li-

braries and preservation agencies.
○	 Lack of standardised practices for reporting preservation 

status and coverage.

3.	 Roles and Responsibilities
○	 Publishers: Ensure deposit of books in trusted digital re-

positories and collaborate with preservation services.
○	 Libraries: Advocate for preservation and coordinate with 

publishers and preservation agencies.
○	 Preservation agencies: Provide infrastructure and tools 

for long-term digital preservation.

4.	 Preservation Standards and Best Practices
○	 Recommends EPUB as the preferred file format for digi-

tal books due to its widespread use and compatibility.
○	 Encourages use of metadata standards like ONIX to en-

hance discoverability and interoperability.

5.	 Strategies for a Sustainable Preservation Ecosystem
○	 Collaborative efforts between publishers, libraries and 

archives.
○	 Greater transparency in reporting preservation status to 

improve coverage and accountability.
○	 Funding models to support small publishers and ensure 

equitable participation.

6.	 Key Actions for Stakeholders
○	 Publishers: Deposit books with a minimum of three rec-

ognised preservation services, for example CLOCKSS, 
Portico and national libraries through digital legal 
deposits.

○	 Libraries: Partner with publishers to promote awareness 
and adoption of preservation practices.

○	 Preservation networks: Build and share tools that sim-
plify preservation workflows for stakeholders.

The guide underscores the critical importance of collaborative 
and systematic approaches to preserving books. By aligning 
efforts across the publishing ecosystem and leveraging shared 
tools and practices, stakeholders can ensure the long-term avail-
ability of these valuable resources. This includes service provid-
ers who create most of the publishers' digital files. This dynamic 
is already evident in areas such as accessible EPUB production 
for print-disabled users, where specialised vendors typically 
have far more advanced technical knowledge than most pub-
lishing teams. As a result, preservation readiness is shaped not 
only by publisher policies but also by the practices, standards 
and capabilities of the service providers who generate, convert 
and manage the underlying digital assets.

5   |   Aim 2: Exploring the Copyright Arena

To address copyright challenges in digital preservation, a dedi-
cated sub-group was established within the working group (see 
Appendix B for list of members and roles). This team delved into 
the legal and practical issues surrounding the long-term care of 
books, recognising that copyright plays a pivotal role in ensur-
ing preservation success.

Authors often appreciate the idea of their work representing 
their intellectual and cultural legacy being accessible centuries 
into the future. Many libraries also require long-term preserva-
tion clauses in their purchasing agreements. Yet, explicit discus-
sions about what happens to books when the original caretakers 
are no longer present often remain overlooked. This gap creates 
uncertainty and risks for preservation efforts.

Preservation is a shared responsibility among stakeholders in the 
publishing ecosystem. Much like parents specifying guardians 
for their children in a will, publishers, authors and preservation 
partners need to establish clear agreements about the future of a 
book. These discussions ensure that works are safeguarded even 
if the original stakeholders can no longer provide direct care.
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For commissioned and licensed content, copyright agreements 
can explicitly include preservation clauses. Such agreements 
with trusted archives, like CLOCKSS, enable books to be depos-
ited and protected securely for future generations. Legal deposit 
legislation in many countries also provides an important safety 
net, mandating the collection and preservation of books by na-
tional libraries. Together, these efforts create a network of com-
plementary services that strengthen preservation.

To ensure a book's survival, it must be preserved across multiple 
trusted services. The guiding principle of digital preservation is 
straightforward: the more copies, the better; the less correlation 
between copies, the safer; the higher the dependability of each 
copy, the more secure; and the faster failures are detected and 
repaired, the stronger the preservation outcome.

A trusted archive demonstrates its reliability through several 
key attributes:

•	 Certification: Peer-reviewed certification (e.g., the CRL 
TRAC audit, ISO:16363 or the Core Trust Seal) signals a 
commitment to and expertise in long-term preservation.

•	 Mandate and funding: A clear mission and sustainable 
funding ensure the archive's longevity.

•	 Track record: Evidence of successfully preserving content 
over time builds trust.

•	 Transparency: Clear agreements, workflows and documen-
tation of processes ensure accountability and accessibility.

•	 Succession planning: Plans that outline what happens to 
content if the archive ceases operation provide additional 
security.

Reflecting on these challenges and solutions, the group devel-
oped key recommendations for authors, publishers and preser-
vation advocates:

1.	 Communicate your wishes: Discuss what should happen to 
your book when you're no longer actively involved in its 
care. Should it be forgotten or remembered? Should it re-
main privately preserved or publicly accessible?

2.	 Collaborate across stakeholders: Practical copyright issues 
often hinder preservation efforts. Engage with preserva-
tion partners early to explicitly determine where your book 
will be preserved, how it will be made accessible and how 
its preservation will be documented.

3.	 Document rights clearly: Publishers and authors must clar-
ify the rights they hold and how these rights transfer to 
preservation agreements. Varying author agreements, ter-
ritorial limitations, rights reversion clauses and third-party 
rights can complicate preservation efforts. Writing down 
these terms and agreements is essential to avoid future 
conflicts or roadblocks.

To help stakeholders navigate this complex landscape, the group 
created an infographic (see Figure  1) summarising best prac-
tices for ensuring books become part of the shared cultural and 
intellectual heritage for generations to come. By fostering collab-
oration, clarifying rights and making preservation a deliberate 

and documented process, we can ensure that the books of today 
remain accessible far into the future.

5.1   |   Legal Rights: Drivers and Challenges in 
Preserving Books

Preservation is deeply tied to the legacy of authors and the 
needs of the research community. Many authors, regardless of 
genre, are motivated by the idea that their work, often seen as 
a legacy, will remain accessible for hundreds of years. Among 
publishers, academic publishers are particularly attuned to 
the importance of preservation due to strong demand from re-
search libraries, where long-term access is a standard expecta-
tion in purchasing agreements. In these cases, preservation is 
not just an aspiration but a requirement woven into the pub-
lisher–library relationship.

Despite the clear value of preservation, many publishers en-
counter significant hurdles. For some, particularly those driven 
only by legal deposit requirements, digital preservation feels 
like an obligation rather than a voluntary commitment. Even for 
publishers who are motivated, the complexities of rights man-
agement present substantial barriers:

1.	 Rights uncertainty: Publishers often struggle to determine 
the full extent of the rights they hold. This makes entering 
preservation agreements charged with the risk of inadvert-
ently violating third-party or author rights.

2.	 Territorial restrictions: Publisher rights are sometimes lim-
ited by geography, complicating global preservation. For 
instance, a publisher might hold European rights but lack 
US rights, creating uncertainty about digital preservation.

3.	 Reverted rights: Authors frequently regain rights to their 
works, and publishers may lack systems to track when and 
how this happens.

4.	 Edited volumes: Books with multiple contributors often in-
volve a mix of rights arrangements, making preservation 
agreements even more challenging.

5.	 Legacy systems: Older publishers may have decades or even 
centuries of agreements in their archives. Many are poorly 
documented or in formats no longer easily accessible, leav-
ing a grey area around copyright status.

Several strategies can help publishers overcome these chal-
lenges and strengthen preservation efforts. One promising 
approach could be for organisations like CLOCKSS to offer in-
demnities to publishers, providing confidence to proceed with 
preservation agreements even when rights clarity is lacking. 
Another possibility is collective licensing, such as extended 
collective licensing for orphan works, to streamline the pres-
ervation process.

Clearer guidelines and increased confidence regarding 
CLOCKSS trigger events where content becomes open access 
when a publisher ceases to exist and the content is no longer 
available could help reduce hesitancy and improve access. 
Publishers need assurance that their content won't be triggered 
without proper checks on rights and availability. Alicia Wise, 
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for example clarified that CLOCKSS has never triggered a book 
and would not do so without ensuring rights compliance.45

Another solution lies in proactive communication. Publishers 
can start discussions with authors and agents about digital pres-
ervation during contract negotiations, ensuring that preserva-
tion rights are explicitly included. Even if rights revert to the 
author, the book could remain preserved in a trusted archive. 
Finally, publishers must invest in modernising rights manage-
ment systems, moving from fragmented paper records and out-
dated systems to more transparent, organised processes.

Aggregators play an indirect, yet complex, role in preservation. 
While libraries often purchase e-books through aggregators, 
publishers typically view these platforms as access channels 
rather than preservation partners. Aggregators do not receive 
preservation rights from publishers and the royalty structures 
for content accessed via aggregators differ significantly from 
those for other sales channels.

This dynamic can create confusion among librarians, who 
sometimes conflate post-cancellation access rights with long-
term preservation. For books, as with journals, changes in con-
tent availability through aggregators can spark concern about 
access and preservation. Publishers and libraries must clarify 
these distinctions and ensure proper preservation practices are 
in place independently of aggregators.

5.2   |   Mapping the Rights Chain for Preservation

Preservation efforts require a clear understanding of the rights 
chain from creator to archive. In straightforward cases, creators 
assign global rights to publishers, enabling them to preserve 
works through agreements with trusted archives. However, 
complications arise with third-party content, multiple creators 
or complex legacy agreements. Collective licences might offer a 
practical solution for managing rights in such scenarios.

The rights chain also involves the transition of works to archives 
and ultimately to end-users. Content may reach archives via 
agreements, legal deposit legislation or pre-asserted licences like 
Creative Commons. For end-users, access is determined by ar-
chive agreements, copyright expiration or other legal frameworks.

5.2.1   |   Illustrations: A Unique Challenge

Illustrations add another layer of complexity to preservation. 
Some cases are straightforward, with a single illustrator and 
clear permissions. Others involve multiple creators and permis-
sions that may be incomplete or unclear. Publishers, wary of 
past lawsuits, are often cautious about reuse beyond original 
agreements. Ensuring that illustrations can be preserved along-
side books requires careful rights management and clear docu-
mentation, whether handled by publishers, authors or editors.

FIGURE 1    |    Infographic describing the flow of rights from creator to archives via publishers and other intermediaries.
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5.2.2   |   Third-Party Materials Under Open 
Access Licences

When it comes to digital preservation, the use of third-party 
materials under OA licences is generally straightforward. Open 
Access licences, particularly those under Creative Commons 
(CC), are designed to facilitate reuse while remaining tied to 
copyright terms. For example, materials licensed under CC-BY 
or CC-BY-NC are typically compatible with digital preservation 
efforts, as these licences explicitly permit redistribution and 
reuse with appropriate attribution.

Open access licences typically grant users the freedom to ac-
cess, share and reuse content, but there are situations where 
open access materials contain content that is not fully open. 
For instance, some open access books may include chapters or 
sections with ‘All Rights Reserved’ content, often published 
under fair use or fair dealing exceptions, or material that has 
been copyright-cleared for a specific purpose. In these cases, 
the licensing needs in the metadata become crucial to clar-
ify the permissions and restrictions associated with the con-
tent. The metadata should clearly indicate which parts of the 
work are under open access and which may have more limited 
usage due to copyright considerations. This helps users under-
stand what they can legally do with different sections of the 
work and ensures that copyright laws are respected. Properly 
detailing these licensing distinctions in the metadata prevents 
confusion and ensures that access to the work aligns with the 
rights granted.

Even materials under the more restrictive CC-BY-NC-ND li-
cence are often suitable for preservation. While this licence 
prohibits derivative works, copyright law clarifies that rou-
tine actions like format migration or reformatting for preser-
vation purposes do not qualify as creating a derivative work. 
Thus, these activities remain within the bounds of what is 
permissible.

5.2.3   |   The Complexity of Multi-Contributor Works

Works involving multiple contributors such as co-authors, illus-
trators or translators present unique challenges for preservation. 
Each contributor's rights need to be individually understood, 
documented and respected. Without a clear and comprehensive 
record of these rights, the preservation process becomes more 
difficult and risks potential conflicts with the contributors or 
their estates.

5.2.4   |   Copyright Challenges After an Author's Death

The period between an author's death and the end of copyright 
protection can be especially challenging for publishers and ar-
chivists. During this time, copyright often reverts to the author's 
heirs, who may not be fully informed or engaged in managing 
these rights. An example of this complexity comes from older 
UK titles governed by the 1911 Copyright Act,6 where specific 
reversionary provisions apply. For contracts made before 1 July 
1957, even if the contract assigned copyright to the publisher, the 
rights automatically revert to the author's estate 25 years after 

the author's death. This process requires no formal paperwork 
to amend the original contract.

To illustrate, consider a book published in 1955 under such 
a contract. If the author died in 1985, the copyright remains 
valid until the end of 2055. However, from 1January 2011, the 
copyright ownership would have automatically reverted to the 
author's heirs. Understanding and navigating these provisions 
require careful attention to both historical legislation and indi-
vidual agreements.

For those seeking additional guidance, appendix I of Clark's 
Publishing Agreements, 11th Edition (Gadsby 2023) provides de-
tailed insights into these reversionary provisions and their im-
plications for publishers and preservation efforts.

Ultimately, addressing these challenges requires a concerted ef-
fort across the publishing industry. Digital preservation is not 
yet a standard part of third-party rights agreements and publish-
ers often lack the confidence to address long-term preservation 
explicitly. Greater collaboration, clearer rights alignment within 
publishing house and industry-wide recognition of preserva-
tion's importance are critical.

To advance preservation, stakeholders must articulate the value 
of long-term preservation, describe good practices and advocate 
for collaboration across the industry. Developing toolkits, im-
proving transparency around trigger events and exploring col-
lective licensing solutions can pave the way for more effective 
and confident preservation efforts. By addressing these chal-
lenges, publishers can ensure that today's books remain a lasting 
part of our cultural and intellectual heritage.

6   |   Aim 3: Delivering a Proof-of-Concept Project to 
Track Book Preservation

Unlike journals, where preservation and discovery systems 
are relatively well established, determining if a book, regard-
less of its business model, is actively preserved remains a 
challenge. Publishers have questioned the need for including 
preservation data, viewing it as additional work. However, li-
brarians are increasingly demanding this information to in-
form collection development decisions. Knowing that a title is 
preserved can elevate its value in acquisition decisions, partic-
ularly when libraries are deciding between titles for electronic 
licences. Preservation status thus becomes a competitive ad-
vantage for publishers.

To address this, a proof-of-concept project was initiated to ex-
plore ways to accurately identify which books are preserved and 
where. The goal was to provide a clear picture of the preserva-
tion status of books and ensure this information is seamlessly 
integrated into library and publisher workflows.

6.1   |   Leveraging ONIX for Archival Messaging

The project centered on using ONIX metadata, a standard for-
mat widely used by publishers to share information about their 
titles with libraries and retailers to communicate preservation 
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details. Publishers are already accustomed to using ONIX to 
describe books, business models, pricing, accessibility and li-
censing information. By extending this framework to include 
archival information, publishers can easily update metadata 
during regular processes such as price reviews or backlist 
updates.

ONIX Website role codes 47, 48 and 517 have been identified as 
the mechanism to indicate whether a title is digitally preserved 
and where it is archived. This solution streamlines integration 
into existing workflows, making it less burdensome for publish-
ers. Collaborative efforts with publishers such as Channel View, 
University of Amsterdam Press, Cambridge University Press, 
Taylor & Francis and others have been instrumental in piloting 
this approach.

In addition to ONIX, MARC records commonly used by librar-
ies are another avenue for including preservation data. These 
records can indicate preservation arrangements in field 857,8 
offering libraries a more direct way to access this information.

One significant challenge in this initiative is ensuring the 
seamless transfer of data from ONIX to MARC. Although 
ONIX-to-MARC crosswalks exist, they do not currently sup-
port ONIX's archival data field (codes 47, 48 and 51). This gap 
means that preservation information might fail to make it 
into MARC records used by libraries. Efforts are underway to 
improve the crosswalks, but in the meantime, publishers can 
submit MARC records directly to ensure preservation details 
are captured.

6.2   |   Building the Ecosystem

The proof-of-concept project has already seen promising prog-
ress. Metadata providers like NielsenIQ BookData (Nielsen 
Book  2016) and library service platforms such as OCLC have 
begun receiving preservation data. Although the process is still 
evolving, the inclusion of preservation information is gaining 
traction among publishers, librarians and metadata aggrega-
tion/distribution agencies.

A natural extension of this project would be the creation 
of a centralised registry for book preservation, akin to the 
KEEPERS Registry for journals. Such a system would require 
coordinated community support and a dedicated organisation 
to collect and maintain the data. It would function like a par-
cel delivery system tracking preservation from initial deposit 
to confirmed receipt, providing confidence to both publishers 
and librarians.

This initiative has already helped publishers validate and im-
prove their own preservation processes, ensuring that titles 
marked as archived are indeed preserved. With support from 
key stakeholders, the project is set for success as more publish-
ers adopt the process and populate the metadata supply chain 
with preservation information. The long-term vision is to make 
preservation data easily discoverable, empowering librarians 
and publishers alike to ensure the enduring availability of schol-
arly content.

6.3   |   Developing a Preservation Standard for EPUB 
Format Books

There is an established ISO (International Organization for 
Standardization) standard for creating preservation-ready PDF 
files, called PDF/A (PDF for Archiving),9 which helps publishers 
prepare PDF-formatted documents for long-term preservation 
and supports global archives in managing these books. PDF/A 
refers to a specific subset of the PDF standard, designed for 
preservable documents which, conveniently, also improves ac-
cessibility. About 18 months ago, a global initiative sought to de-
velop a similar archival standard for EPUB-formatted e-books, 
and this effort was taken up via NISO (National Information 
Standards Organization). The proposed new format, dubbed 
‘EPUB/A' is a variation of the EPUB standard intended to ensure 
the ‘preservability’ of an EPUB file by restricting a document's 
reliance on external resources.

The process involved understanding ISO's procedures and nav-
igating various challenges. ISO is a global body for standards 
across various industries, operating similarly to a ‘United 
Nations for standards’. It coordinates with national standards 
bodies, such as NISO in the United States, which reports to 
ANSI (American National Standards Institute). ISO encom-
passes numerous committees, each addressing different fields. 
Understanding this structure was a significant initial challenge.

Another challenge arose when it became clear that ISO, while 
responsible for ratifying the EPUB standard, does not lead the 
development of the EPUB format itself. This role belongs to the 
W3C,10 which is focused on enhancing e-book accessibility. 
Developing an archival version of EPUB thus required engaging 
with a second international standards organisation.

Fortunately, there was alignment between these two organi-
sations on the idea that improving the archivability of EPUB-
formatted e-books would also enhance accessibility. By adopting 
an EPUB archival standard, publishers could be encouraged to 
create e-books that are both more durable and more accessible, 
benefiting users with disabilities.

Once this strategic alignment was established, organisational 
politics became easier to navigate. The next step was to engage 
a wide range of stakeholders, including librarians, publishers, 
digital preservationists, e-book retailers and DRM (Digital 
Rights Management) system providers. It was essential to un-
derstand and incorporate the perspectives of international 
stakeholders to develop a comprehensive and effective standard.

EPUB is designed primarily for e-books and digital reading. 
While both formats serve a similar purpose in the publish-
ing landscape, reflowable EPUB offers greater flexibility in 
adapting to different screen sizes and devices. Excessive use of 
page-oriented features in EPUB (fixed layout) not only hinders 
accessibility but goes against the original design goals for the 
format. Consequently, EPUB/A avoids such functionality.

A key decision in developing the EPUB/A was to avoid external 
links to content like fonts or multimedia. Since external links 
will become inaccessible over time, it is recommended that such 
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content be embedded within the EPUB file. This approach also 
benefits accessibility as external resources pose challenges for 
accessibility tools and offline access.

EPUB, like PDF, can support a range of advanced features, such 
as executable code; however, the vast majority of publications 
do not take advantage of them. Such features are excluded from 
PDF/A because they have the potential to pose significant ac-
cessibility, security and preservability issues in the long term. 
EPUB/A specifies an equivalent set of exclusions. Publishers 
can optionally include such features by maintaining and ar-
chiving regular EPUB files, but with the understanding that 
accessibility and preservation may be compromised.

Another issue discussed was whether DRM should be included 
in EPUB/A. DRM is associated with external decoding keys, 
which pose risks for long-term preservation, as they might 
become inaccessible if a publisher or DRM service vendor no 
longer exists to provide them. To mitigate this risk, contracts 
between publishers and archives can offer legal protections for 
DRM-free digital content.11

Additional requirements, such as enhanced metadata for pres-
ervation, were also considered. However, it was determined that 
adding extra requirements would complicate the process and 
could present a barrier to adoption. EPUB/A will remain a strict 
subset of EPUB without imposing additional requirements.

The goal is for EPUB/A to be easy to produce from existing 
EPUB workflows. While some content might push the limits of 
the format, the hope is that the standard will be straightforward 
and accessible for most publishers.

The draft specification for EPUB/A has been submitted to ISO, 
and international experts will guide it through the ISO process. 
This process is expected to take from 18 to 24 months, with the 
new international standard anticipated by the end of 2026.

7   |   Discussion

The preservation of books is a growing concern within the 
scholarly community, yet it remains under-addressed compared 
to the preservation of other digital content, such as journal arti-
cles. The preservation landscape for books is fragmented, with 
no central mechanism to track or standardise efforts, leaving 
both researchers and publishers uncertain about the long-term 
accessibility of these resources.

The question of responsibility for preserving books remains un-
resolved, with no clear consensus on whether publishers, librar-
ies, or other stakeholders should bear the responsibility. Smaller 
publishers, in particular, face unique challenges in managing 
preservation efforts due to limited resources and expertise. For 
these smaller players, collaboration with larger institutions and 
access to accessible resources and guidelines could significantly 
alleviate the burden of ensuring their content is preserved for 
future generations. Additionally, navigating the complex copy-
right landscape poses another barrier to book preservation, 
particularly for independent authors and publishers who may 
struggle with the legal intricacies of digital archiving.

The working group's efforts, including the creation of a practi-
cal guide for book preservation, represent an essential step in 
addressing these challenges. By clarifying roles, responsibilities 
and best practices, the group provided much-needed guidance 
for all stakeholders involved in book preservation. However, 
these efforts also highlight the necessity for broader collabora-
tion and transparency in the preservation ecosystem, particu-
larly in tracking which books are being preserved, where and 
by whom. The proof-of-concept project demonstrated the impor-
tance of transparency in identifying existing gaps and fostering 
cooperation among preservation organisations.

Furthermore, the development of a preservation standard for 
EPUB-format books addresses one of the most pressing tech-
nical challenges in book preservation. While EPUB is a widely 
adopted format for digital books, its lack of uniformity and stan-
dardisation as well as its richness and variety, makes it difficult 
to ensure long-term preservation. By establishing a clear set of 
technical specifications for ‘preservable’ EPUB-based books, the 
working group's efforts will contribute to the creation of a more 
reliable and consistent framework for archiving these important 
resources.

8   |   Conclusions

The preservation of books is critical to ensuring continued ac-
cess to scholarly knowledge, yet it remains an area in need of 
significant attention and improvement. As digital formats have 
become the primary medium for scholarly books, the risk of per-
manent loss has grown significantly. Many titles have already 
been lost due to the closure of small publishers, updates to web-
sites by associations and universities that remove historic works, 
and the damage caused by cybersecurity attacks on web servers. 
This has created a fragile ecosystem, as libraries no longer main-
tain multiple backup copies as they did with print materials. The 
immediacy and extent of this risk continue to grow, highlighting 
the need for reliable preservation strategies to safeguard digital 
content for future generations.

Efforts to clarify responsibilities, improve copyright navigation 
and develop comprehensive preservation guidelines will play a 
crucial role in safeguarding books for future generations. The 
working group's initiatives, including the creation of a preser-
vation standard for EPUB books, represent meaningful steps 
forward in addressing the technical and logistical challenges of 
book preservation. However, long-term success will depend on 
continued collaboration, transparency and the establishment of 
standardised systems to ensure that books are preserved reliably 
and consistently across the globe. The progress made so far is 
promising, but ongoing efforts will be needed to build a sustain-
able, unified preservation framework for books that can adapt to 
the evolving landscape of digital publishing.
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