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This paper analyses the role of libraries in the development of Open Educational 
Resources (OER) and, more specifically, the impact and level of implementation 
of UNESCO’s (2019) OER Recommendation in Higher Education libraries. This 
study, the result of a joint undertaking between a national R&D project and 
SPARC Europe, is based on an online survey, disseminated amongst the European 
Network of Open Education Librarians (ENOEL) and uses a descriptive research 
methodology. The results highlight the implementation actions being taken by 
university libraries (n = 136) in each of the five areas of action of UNESCO’s 
Recommendation. We find that the main contributions are being made in the areas 
of capacity building and Open Education policies, but that considerable work has 
yet to be done in terms of promoting inclusiveness and the sustainability of OER. 
Thus, the full implementation of UNESCO’s recommendation requires a greater 
commitment on the part of librarians to joint actions undertaken via international 
networks and projects, as well as greater institutional commitment and the build-
ing of interdepartmental alliances.
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Introduction

This paper examines the current impact and level of implementation of Open Edu-
cational Resources (OER) in European academic libraries based on the UNESCO 
(2019) Recommendation on OER (hereinafter, OER Recommendation) and its five 
areas of action. 

Drawing on the OER Recommendation and innovative experiences emerg-
ing worldwide, the aim of this study is to collect information about the work being 
undertaken by academic librarians to implement OER. This study forms part of a 
broader research project in relation to Open Science (OS) in Spain and the results of 
a knowledge transfer project focused on Open Education (OE) conducted by SPARC 
(Scholarly Publishing and Academic Resources Coalition) Europe, which have 
already generated a series of initial outcomes summarised in a comprehensive report 
dedicated to OE (Santos-Hermosa, Proudman & Corti, 2022).
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OE and OER are fully aligned with the fourth sustainable development goal 
of  the United Nations 2030 Agenda to ensure inclusive and equitable quality edu-
cation and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all. Later, the 2017 OER 
Global Report and the 2017 Ljubljana OER Action Plan laid the foundations for 
initiating actions and strategies to harness the potential of  OER. More recently, the 
OER Recommendation – adopted unanimously by UNESCO’s General Conference 
at its 40th session – is the first international normative instrument to embrace the 
field of  openly licenced educational materials. The OER Recommendation aims to 
assist UN Member States at the national level by supporting the creation, use and 
adaptation of  inclusive and quality OER and facilitating international cooperation 
in this field through five areas of  action: (1) building the capacity of  stakeholders to 
create, access, re-use, adapt and redistribute OER, (2) developing supportive policy, 
(3) encouraging inclusive and equitable access to quality OER, (4) nurturing the 
creation of  sustainability models for OER and (5) facilitating international cooper-
ation (UNESCO, 2019).

These initiatives have played a critical role in strengthening action plans to include 
access to OER. However, the different agents involved are essential to guarantee 
its implementation in opening up education. To this end, UNESCO’s International 
Commission on the Futures of Education specifically identifies libraries as one of the 
key stakeholders:

Higher education has a key role to play in building education as a global common 
good. One level of this is through universities (…), but also adult education, muse-
ums, libraries and arts organizations. (UNESCO, 2021, p. 16) 

Libraries are actively involved with OER. Their core mission of  providing informa-
tion access to all is being directly related to the OE movement, which makes curat-
ing and disseminating learning resources very much part of  their responsibilities 
(ALA, 2015). 

Literature review 

Library support for OER
Academic libraries have shown strong leadership in advancing OS over the last two 
decades. Initially, as forerunners of Open Access (OA) (Ayris et al., 2018), they are 
also heavily involved in other approaches within the open knowledge ecosystem, 
including Open Data (Santos-Hermosa et al., 2023) and, more recently, OE/OER. 
Libraries have thus become the natural partners in any OE initiative, such as encour-
aging teachers to adopt, adapt and create OER by means of different services and 
strategies. 

Some of the earliest efforts were preserving OER in institutional or educational 
repositories (Risquez et al., 2020; Santos-Hermosa et al., 2020). Also, certain library 
competencies, such as knowledge in copyright, licencing and intellectual property, 
have allowed them to participate in the creation of OS policies (Atenas et al., 2020; 
Santos-Hermosa et al., 2020) and contribute to institutional governance (Walz, 2017). 
Currently, some of the main OER drivers are subject librarians (Kimball et al., 2022); 
as they are quite familiar with the subject-specific resources, they can discover OER 
to incorporate in courses (Anderson & Leachman, 2019).
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Libraries also play an integral part in the production of OER: for example, as con-
tent creators of MOOCs (Srikanta & Chakradhar, 2020) and Open textbooks (Vogus, 
2019) and as publishers of their own OER guides and platforms, such as toolkits at 
Libguides. 

Finally, libraries can also be providers of financial and training support (Bond 
et al., 2021), since they propose grant funding for the creation of OER and offer both 
non-formal or for-credit courses and modules employing OER.

One stream of the literature also identifies the shortcomings of academic librar-
ies in this regard, including a lack of awareness and exposure to OER, the need to 
improve librarians’ skills and the consequent need for a capacity-building plan (Cali-
lung, 2021; Santos-Hermosa & Atenas, 2022). Other barriers include time, staffing, 
personal preference, workplace culture and the inertia of the status quo (Coyne & 
Alfis, 2021; Thompson & Muir, 2020).

Yet, it should be stressed that all this literature on libraries and OER focuses more 
on new librarian roles and services than on gathering evidence on the implementation 
of the OER Recommendation.

Studies about UNESCO’s OER recommendation
UNESCO has produced a series of regional consultation workshops to discuss and 
share best practices about OER Recommendation implementation. Other interna-
tional organisations have also published reports on this, including the International 
Council for Open and Distance Education (ICDE, 2020) and the Commonwealth of 
Learning (COL) (Sanjaya, 2021). Likewise, various organisations in Europe (e.g. the 
Edutopia network in Sweden, SRCE of Croatia, or National Forum of Ireland) are 
conducting research into OER, although not specifically on the scope of the OER 
Recommendation. 

The studies that most directly address the Recommendation focus on OER as 
a framework for digital transformation (Ramírez-Montoya et al., 2022), as tech-
nological enablers (González-Pérez et al., 2022) and their uses in response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Finally, there are other studies that, although they focus on 
a specific area of  action of  the Recommendation, such as sustainability (Tlili et al., 
2020) or inclusion (Schultz & Azadbakht, 2021), do not examine its implementation 
in any depth. 

Thus, given the scarcity of specific studies, important gaps remain to be addressed 
in relation to the OER Recommendation. Our paper seeks to enhance understanding 
by adopting a more holistic approach, that is, by focusing on the implementation of 
all five areas of action based on the specific role played by one of the stakeholder 
libraries in the specific context of European Higher Education (EHE). What is evi-
dent is that very few surveys have been conducted on the impact of the implementa-
tion of the OER Recommendation; yet, in line with UNESCO’s urgent call for more 
research, we consider that feedback from academic libraries is critical for obtaining a 
complete, up-to-date picture.

Research questions
To examine the impact of the implementation of the OER Recommendation, we seek 
to answer the following research questions (RQs):
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RQ1: What is the current state of knowledge and awareness of the OER Recom-
mendation amongst European academic librarians?

RQ2: How involved are academic libraries in the five areas of action – capacity 
building, policies, inclusivity, sustainability and international cooperation – of the 
OER Recommendation?

Methods

This study exploits quantitative and qualitative research designs, particularly the 
descriptive method. The latter aims to describe a population or situation as they are 
in nature, and it is designed to gather accurate information about existing conditions 
(McCombes, 2019), that is, characteristics or problems that exist within a unit or an 
organisation, or variations in practices between institutions (Edmonds & Kennedy, 
2017). It has been considered appropriate to carry out a descriptive study here to 
determine the existence of an issue (knowledge of the OER Rec) and to appreciate its 
scope (implementation of its five areas of action). Following Lehman (1991), descrip-
tive techniques – including frequencies and percentages (as applicable) – have been 
employed to analyse the data.

This study involved conducting an online survey, using SurveyMonkey software. 
The author, in collaboration with SPARC Europe and the European Network of 
Open Education Libraries (ENOEL), designed a specially tailored questionnaire to 
determine the incidence and impact of the OER Recommendation. Note that there 
are two editions of this survey: one created in 2021 (San tos-Hermosa, Proudman & 
Corti, 2021) and the current one in 2022 – which is an improved version and more spe-
cifically focused on the OER Recommendation. Here, our research has meant adding 
new questions, whilst discarding or reformulating others, to address more directly the 
implementation of the five areas of action of the OER Recommendation.

This research fully adheres to ethical professional practice, and the survey was 
approved by SPARC ethics and data protection policy (https://sparceurope.org/priva-
cy-policy/). Consent information was displayed when participants opened the survey, 
and all data have been treated confidentially and anonymised for OA (URL).

The survey – consisting of 33 questions – was designed for completion by librari-
ans responsible for OE services at academic libraries in Europe (including OE/Teach-
ing & Learning Librarians, or the Library Director), and only required one response 
per organisation. The questionnaire was structured around the five areas addressed 
by the OER Recommendation plus three more concerned with demographics, the 
effects of COVID-19 and OE benefits and challenges. This paper focuses solely on the 
in-depth analysis of the OER Recommendation perspective, and as such represents 
an extension of a previously published report (Santos-Hermosa et al., 2022).

The questionnaire (openly available: URL) contained a mixture of single, multi-
ple-choice and open-ended questions. Although most of the questions were optional 
(the total of participants responding to each question (Q) being indicated by n = num-
ber), one compulsory question was included in each section (demographics, consent 
and each of the five specific action areas) with the aim of maintaining the integrity of 
the survey data and to collect information on the OER Recommendation across all five 
action areas. A pilot test was run to test the survey’s adequacy. Final survey responses 
were exported to comma-separated value (CSV) files to facilitate subsequent analysis. 
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This study was performed during the spring of 2022 (April 27th to June 16th), and 
the questionnaire being distributed through library and information science (LIS) list-
servs, consortia, social media, OE and librarians’ networks (including LIBER – Asso-
ciation of European Research Libraries-, IFLA – International Federation of Library 
Association and Institutions-, OE Global, Creative Commons, OCLC – Online Com-
puter Library Center-, ICDE – International Council for Open and Distance Educa-
tion- and REBIUN -Spanish Network of University libraries) and ENOEL member 
institutions. 

Results

We received 155 responses, though only 136 were complete; hence, hereon in, all 
references to respondents should be understood as n = 136. These respondents are 
from 28 countries and work in a range of  institutions, and the most common being 
universities (98), followed by technical colleges (14), specialised institutions (8), 
applied science universities (13), distance learning universities (2) and a teaching 
college (1). The top 10 countries providing most responses are Spain (31), Finland 
(14), Netherlands (12), France (11), Greece (9), Ireland (8), Italy (7), UK (5), Swit-
zerland (5) and Denmark (4). 

Of the 126 institutions participating in the survey that identified themselves (by 
name), most are associated to library or university networks and consortia: 41.2% are 
LIBER member institutions; 31.7% are from ENOEL; 8.7% from EUA – European 
University Association; 1.6% from IFLA and the rest (16.6%) are not associated to 
networks of this type.

Whilst 57.3% of respondents are librarian staff  in a supportive role, 37.5% are 
decision-makers, and 2% have a dual function. Slightly more than half  the librarians 
(52%, n = 71) reported involvement in OE/OER for between 1 and 5 years and a 
combined total of 19% for between 6 and 10 years and for more than 10 years. The 
remainder had worked for either less than 1 year (22.2%) or were not involved at all 
(18.1%). Thus, in general, the EHE libraries have some experience in working with 
OE, with 70% having been involved in it for some time. On the other hand, by crossing 
data obtained from different questions, we have observed that just over half  (56%) of 
those institutions that have worked for either less than 1 year in OE were not familiar 
with OER Recommendation and do not have one TFE dedicated to OE (but rather a 
multitasking librarians) neither have a specific role in advancing OE at their institu-
tion or they are still deciding.

Familiarity with UNESCO’s OER recommendation
Three years after its approval, respondents reported a significant degree of familiarity 
with the OER Recommendation (73%), with more than a third claiming to be very 
familiar with it. However, 9% said they were not familiar with it at all (Q8, n = 136, 
Figure 1). 

Of the surveyed libraries, 22% reported having already taken some action to 
implement the OER Recommendation – most of them by adapting or reviewing their 
strategy accordingly, whilst 45% said that they were discussing options on how to 
address it, and the remainder (23%) had taken no action to date.

http://dx.doi.org/10.25304/rlt.32.3183
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Of the 22% of institutions taking some action to implement the OER Recommen-
dation, 60% have been involved in OE for between 1 and 5 years and 18% for more 
than 6 years. Furthermore, by combining two of the survey questions, it emerges that 
63% of libraries taking actions have a lead role (Q11) and a specific task force at the 
library level (Q13). 

A comparison with responses to the first edition of the survey (San tos-Hermosa, 
Proudman & Corti, 2021), which also included a question about the respondents’ 
knowledge of the OER Recommendation, shows that currently, there is a greater 
awareness of the Recommendation (61%, in 2021, vs. 73%, in 2022), and that there 
has been a 2% growth in the number of actions being implemented.

Action 1: Capacity building
The first area of action of UNESCO’s (2019) OER Recommendation concerns build-
ing the capacity of all key stakeholders to access, create, re-use, re-purpose, adapt and 
redistribute OER. The survey results here are structured in two parts: (1) a library’s 
engagement with OE – that is its role in advancing OE; and (2) the OE services that a 
library offers and the OE skills they perceive themselves as possessing or needing to 
deliver.

The data reveal that two-thirds of respondents (67%) take a support or lead role 
in engaging with or advancing OE/OER (Q11, n = 136, Figure 2). The other third is 
divided between those who are still deciding (17%), those who have no role (11%) and 
those who claimed not to know (5%). The results suggest most libraries are taking a 
role in advancing OE (mainly in a supportive manner), but there are some that are 
still unclear as to what their role should be, or which have yet to adopt a specific role. 

The library departments most involved in the advancement of OE (Q12, n = 33) are 
the teaching/learning support department (11), followed by collection management 

Figure 1. Familiarity with UNESCO’s OER Recommendation.

http://dx.doi.org/10.25304/rlt.v32.3183


Research in Learning Technology

Citation: Research in Learning Technology 2024, 32: 3183 - http://dx.doi.org/10.25304/rlt.32.3183 7
(page number not for citation purpose)

(5), research support (3) and open education (3), whilst the sections with least involve-
ment are senior management (2), scholarly communications (2) and innovation (1).

As for how libraries are advocating for OE (Q13, n = 98, Figure 3), most libraries 
reported not having a formal task force or committee dedicated to OE in their insti-
tution. However, in those libraries where such an entity existed, it tended to operate 
more at the library level than at the institution-wide level (45 libraries vs. 27). A few 
libraries commented that they had national or consortia bodies advocating for OE as 
opposed to entities operating at the library or institutional level.

The survey finds that libraries promote OE through a range of different channels 
(Q15, n = 78). Whilst 19.2% (15) of respondents claimed ‘not to know’ or did not 
provide a specific answer here, library training was by far the most frequently men-
tioned channel (42.3%, 33 answers), followed by website and social media (11.5%, 9); 
strategic plans (10.2%, 8); collaboration through repositories, consortia and working 
groups (8.9%, 7); at meetings (5.1%, 4); and via projects (2.5%, 2). 

The OE/OER services provided by the libraries are wide ranging 
(Q16, n = 110, Table 1). The top three services (advice on copyright and open licencing, 
information literacy (IL) and training/education) all lie close to a library’s core work, 
whilst the least frequently provided (OER course pack provision and participatory 
design) are associated with activities that are furthest removed from their traditional 
tasks and which are characterised by the need for a teaching-based approach. Some 
examples of other services, provided by seven respondents, are media Lab (video sup-
port service), repositories, metadata support and social media services to share OER. 
A national OER library that collects materials from museums, libraries and archives 
(finna.fi) was also reported.

Finally, as regards their perception as to whether they had the skills to support 
OE (Q17, n = 93, Figure 4), the libraries considered themselves as being endowed 
more frequently with ‘many skills’, as opposed to the ‘full set of skills’, in almost 
all the areas covered by the survey. However, the three areas in which libraries most 

Figure 2. Library engagement with OE.
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frequently reported having the full set of skills to support OE are IL (36), training/
education (27) and management and storage services such as repositories (25). Like-
wise, the libraries identified these same three areas as the ones for which they most felt 
they possessed many (of the required) skills (36, 27 and 26, respectively), in addition, 
and most significantly, to the area of providing advice on copyright and open licenc-
ing (57). In contrast, libraries consider themselves as having a more limited skills set 
for providing services in the areas of the creation of open textbooks, OER provision 
of courses and participatory design.

Figure 3. Existence of an OE task force.

Table 1. Frequency (%) of OE services provided by libraries.

Answers Frequency Relative 
frequency

Advice on copyright and open licensing 93 0.13
Information literacy, including OE 86 0.12
Training / Education 80 0.11
Management & storage service (e.g. repositories) 69 0.10
Discovery services 65 0.09
Collection management, dealing with education publishers 61 0.09
Metadata to index digital resources 56 0.08
OER co-creation 55 0.08
Knowledge exchange 37 0.05
Data curation & interoperability 35 0.05
Creation of open textbooks 25 0.04
OER provision to complement courses 20 0.03
Course pack provision 11 0.02
Participatory design 10 0.01
Other (please specify) 7 0.01
None of the above 4 0.01
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A comparison with responses regarding capacity building in the first edition of 
the survey (San tos-Hermosa, Proudman & Corti, 2021) reveals an upward trend in 
the library’s role in engaging with or advancing OE/OER (46.5%, in 2021, vs. 67%, 
in 2022).

Area 2: Developing supportive policy
The second area of action of the OER Recommendation concerns the regulatory 
framework to foster OE/OER. The survey provides data specifically about the avail-
ability of policies addressing OE within the surveyed institutions, policy typologies 
and library involvement in their conception. 

Around 60% of the institutions that answered this question (Q19, n = 110, Table 2) 
have, or have given some thought to, some kind of policy that addresses OE in one 
way or another: 18.2% (20 institutions) reported having a policy in place, 23.6% (26) 
stated that it was under development and 19% (21) stated that it was under consider-
ation. However, 31% (35) indicated that they do not have an OE policy, and 7.2% (8) 
were unsure whether such a policy existed. Some 84% of the libraries that reported 
having a policy also deploy an OE task force inside the library or at the institutional 
level, and they have also been involved in OER for more than 1 year. Eleven of these 
20 institutions operating an OE policy registered some information (name and URL) 
about them in an open text field (qualitative data openly available in Santos-Hermosa, 
Proudman,  & Corti, 2022).

Of the 46 institutions with a policy or with one under development (Q20, n = 46, 
Table 2), only six constitute standalone policies dedicated to OE, whereas 30 form 

Figure 4. Library skills that support OE.
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part of a larger overarching policy. The 10 remaining respondents, which are attached 
to institutions whose policy was under development, reported not knowing or offered 
no answer. Of these same institutions, 34 (74% of the total) report the library having 
been involved in the conception of the OER policy (Q21, n = 46), of which six cor-
respond to the standalone policies and 13 to part of a larger OE policy. These data 
suggest, therefore, that in most of the institutions operating OE policies – in place 
or under development – libraries are involved in their creation, and that they do so 
through either their library or institutional OE task force.

A comparison with responses to the first edition of the survey (Santos-Hermosa, 
Proudman, & Corti, 2021). shows that OE policies increasingly form part of a larger 
or global policy (30, in 2022, vs. 17, in 2021), and that there is a greater involvement 
of the library in the conception of these policies (34, in 2022, vs. 22, in 2021).

Area 3: Encouraging effective, inclusive and equitable access to quality OER
The third area of action of the OER Recommendation is concerned with ensuring 
that principles of gender equality, non-discrimination, accessibility and inclusiveness 
are reflected in OE/OER strategies or programmes. To determine the extent of imple-
mentation in this area, the survey collects information about the steps taken by the 
libraries to provide inclusive OER and the presence – or otherwise – of diversity, 
equity and inclusion (DEI) in OER strategies. More specifically, the survey seeks to 
determine whether libraries are sensitive to different ages, races, genders, socioeco-
nomic statuses, etc., and whether they are culturally equitable (i.e. embodying the val-
ues, policies and practices of all people), linguistically diverse (e.g. use local languages 
and at least one second language) and accessible to meeting both the needs and mate-
rial circumstances of target learners (e.g. available offline, in printed version, etc.).

Amongst the different ways of ensuring inclusion (Q22, n = 105, Figure 5), the sur-
vey shows that more than half  of the academic libraries are most concerned with tak-
ing steps to provide OER that is accessible (64.1%) and linguistically diverse (53.8%). 
In contrast, fewer than half  responded that their OER are culturally equitable (39.2%) 
or sensitive (40.8%) to DEI areas that include age, race, gender or socioeconomic 
status. Yet, a significant number of libraries (38 or 42% of those responding) reported 
not taking any proactive steps to provide sensitive OER or to ensure their resources 
are culturally equitable and available in more than one language. 

Further analysis of these results shows that 25.7% (27 of 105) of libraries reported 
addressing all four areas of DEI, and that amongst these, 20.75% (that is, 20 of the 
27) reported that effective and inclusive access is reflected in their OER strategies. 
Amongst the libraries addressing all areas of DEI, 85.2% acknowledge an involve-
ment in OER of more than 1 year, whilst 77.7% also take a lead or support role in OE.

Table 2. OE policies and library involvement.

Answers Number Percentage

Yes 20 18.1%
Under development 26 23.6%
Under consideration 21 19.1%
No 35 31.8%
I don’t know 8 7.3%

Standalone policy dedicated to OE 30 60.2%
Part of a larger, overarching policy 6 13.1%
Don’t know� No answer 10 21.7%

http://dx.doi.org/10.25304/rlt.v32.3183
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As for the presence of aspects of DEI in their OER programmes (Q25, n = 100), 
only 41% of respondents acknowledged promoting them – most of these libraries 
doing so as part of an institutional-wide programme or in accordance with an insti-
tutional strategy (59%) – whilst the rest reported doing nothing to promote inclusive 
access (16%), that such steps were not applicable (24%) or that they had no knowledge 
of any such strategy (19%). These results are consistent with the responses of those 
institutions to an open-ended question in which they reported doing nothing with 
respect to the promotion of DEI as no specific strategy or programme was deployed 
within the library or institution.

Area 4. Sustaining OER
The fourth area of action of the OER Recommendation is concerned with nurturing 
the creation of sustainable models of OER. The survey addresses this aspect from two 
perspectives: that of human resources (library staff) and that of financial resources 
(OE funding). 

As far as the number of  library workers dedicated to OER (Q27, n = 102, 
Figure 6) is concerned, results show that around 43% (44 responses) of  librar-
ies have fewer than 1 FTE (full time equivalent) staff  member. The others are 
divided between those with more than 2 FTE staff  members (22% with 1–5, 2%  
with 6–9 and 2% with more than 10), and those who have no personnel (27%) or 
don’t know (4%). 

As for financial resources to encourage the creation of OER (Q28, n = 104), only 
12.5% stated having a grant programme to do so. When libraries were asked where 
they acquire funding for OE work (Q29, n = 100, Figure 7), 54% reported obtaining 
it from the library budget, 24% from other institutional budgets and 23% did not 
know. However, albeit in smaller proportions, 6% reported obtaining funding from 

Figure 5. Provision of inclusive OER.
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a national/regional project, 6% from a European project and 6% from ‘other’ project 
types – typically specified as a local project.

Interestingly, the majority of  the 23% of  respondents who did not know the 
origin of  their OE funding reported playing only a supporting (and not a deci-
sion-making) role in relation to OER. Additionally, half  of  these respondents 
reported (Q5) not being involved in OER or having been involved for less than 
a year, so it is possible that they do not have a specific program for it. The other 
half  reported working on OE projects with other departments (with one respon-
dent stating: ‘As OE develops at the institutional level, I think there could be more 
involvement of libraries in the future’), by disseminating OER via the repository or 
running training workshops. Since the latter constitute traditional library services, 
the integration of  OE into them may not require extra funding. All in all, the lim-
ited involvement in OE and the provision of  few full-time staff, together with the 
actions carried out from within other institutional units or integrated into other 
library services, may account for the doubts or lack of  knowledge on the part of 
some libraries.

Figure 6. Library staff dedicated to OER.
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Area 5: Promoting and reinforcing international cooperation 
The fifth area of action of the OER Recommendation concerns itself with fostering 
international cooperation between stakeholders to develop a global pool of OER and 

Figure 7. OER funding provenance.

Figure 8. Library involvement in OER networks/projects.
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to minimise duplication in OER investments. Here, the survey asked libraries about their 
involvement in creating, maintaining or participating in OE networks or programmes.

Results show that libraries seem to be more involved in networks (just as many 
participate in them as do not) than in projects (Q30, n = 102, Figure 8). More specifi-
cally, 46.5% (46 respondents) reported they were involved in networks and 30.3% (30) 
in projects/programmes.

Some of the institutions surveyed provided further details of their networks in an 
open field. These data (Table 3) have been classified in different categories: the major-
ity operate at the library, university or national level, but some networks were also 
based on repositories/ platforms.

Discussion

We sought to determine the level of awareness of the OER Recommendation amongst 
academic libraries (RQ1) and their degree of implication in the five action areas defined 
in UNESCO’s normative instrument (RQ2). Later, we discuss our findings in relation to 
these two RQs and explore their specific relevance to the libraries included in our survey.

Awareness of the OER Recommendation 
Our results show that the EHE libraries that responded to our survey have a gen-
eral understanding of  the OER Recommendation, and that their familiarity with 

Table 3. Networks in which Survey respondents’ libraries are involved.

NETWORKS Libraries ENOEL (European Network of Open Education Librarians)
LIBER OER group
Working group of academic Libraries, Open and Online 
Education (B-OOO) - Netherlands
REBIUN (Spanish Network of Universities Libraries)
SHB/UKB working group (consortium of Dutch libraries)

Universities Englisght Network (European University Alliance), in a 
working group of Open Science and OER
YERUN (Young European Universities Network)
YUFE (Young Universities for the Future of Europe)
UNICA (institutional Network of Universities from the 
Capitals of Europe)
Aurora Alliance

National Finnish national open education expert panel
National library working group Open & Online Education
National networks of Open Science and Open education
SURF’s special interest groups (SIGs) - IT in Dutch 
education and research
Edusources (platform for digital (open) educational resources 
for Dutch education)

Repositories 
and platforms

Wikiwijs (platform for the use and development of OER in 
education)
OPENAire (open scholarly communication infrastructure to 
support European research
MERLOT
The diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) Office
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it has increased over the last year. Whilst, to the best of  our knowledge, there have 
been no previous attempts to specifically determine the degree of  familiarity with 
the instrument amongst librarians, some authors have analysed their understand-
ing of  OER. Thus, Nawazish and Batool (2021) and Kolesnykova and Matveyeya 
(2021) reported that 74 and 84.42% of  surveyed libraries had some understanding 
of  OER, respectively, and that subject librarians tend to be quite familiar with the 
OER of  their specific disciplines (Kimball et al., 2022). However, Calilung (2021) 
notes that librarians’ familiarity with OER depends on their degree of  exposure to 
these resources, and that, therefore, levels of  OER awareness can oscillate between 
good and limited. All in all, it seems that currently libraries have different levels of 
understanding of  OER, which is reflected in different speeds of  deployment of  these 
resources.

Interestingly, the COVID-19 pandemic seems to have served as a catalyst of both 
an increased awareness of OER and an enhanced engagement with the OER Recom-
mendation (Huang et al., 2020; ICDE, 2020; UNESCO, 2023). 

Capacity building 
Action area 1 – that is, capacity building – is characterised primarily by training exer-
cises focused on raising awareness of OER, which includes an understanding of the 
use of copyright and open licences and the curation of open content in education. 
Here, our survey shows that the skills and services that support OE/OER in partici-
pating libraries lie, primarily, close to a library’s core work (i.e. copyright, repositories 
and training) and less so in areas furthest removed from traditional tasks and more 
closely related to teaching (including, open textbooks, course provision, etc.). This 
finding is in line with both Schultz and Azadbakht (2021) and Osuigwe and Levey 
(2023), who found that the main OER librarian services included training (i.e. work-
shops and webminars) and the provision of copyright advice. Moreover, a recently 
published UNESCO (2023) report on the implementation of the OER Recommenda-
tion, which includes results from 78 member states, specifically identifies librarians as 
one of the stakeholders who have undertaken capacity-building activities at the insti-
tutional level, and that some of these interventions have included the development of 
OER repositories.

As regards their efforts to raise awareness of OER, most of the libraries surveyed 
reported a clear engagement with OE and declared themselves to be playing a key role 
in its advancement (primarily, in a supportive fashion, with teaching/learning support 
departments taking the lead). In this regard, Bond et al. (2021) point to the benefits 
of engaging in campus-wide collaboration. Such initiatives enable libraries to work in 
partnership with other academic departments (Bond et al., 2021) and to disseminate 
training to all stakeholders (Huang et al., 2020).

Our study also reveals that librarians would benefit from receiving greater training 
in certain specific areas of OE, especially those related to teaching. Existing actions 
in this line include the Creative Commons Certificate Program for Librarians and the 
SPARC Open Education Leadership Program. Additionally, Calilung (2021) suggests 
that a capacity-building plan would improve OER management and Santos-Hermosa, 
and Atenas (2022) recommended that more training about openness to be included in 
the formal curricula of LIS schools. 
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Developing supportive OER policies
Our survey indicates that, compared to its previous edition (San tos-Hermosa; 
Proudman & Corti, 2021), an increasing number of HEIs employing policies that 
address OE are primarily as part of a larger overarching policy, and that their libraries 
are typically involved in their conception. Indeed, an ICDE report (2020) has sug-
gested that most countries already have, or are in the process of developing, policies 
to support OER integration, whilst a number of other studies have identified a new 
group of policies that either contain or embed OE in their areas of action – such 
as general openness policies with an OE/OER component (Atenas et al., 2020; San-
tos-Hermosa et al., 2020) – and which have been added to the four policy types ini-
tially identified by the European Commission (Inamorato dos Santos et al., 2017). 

According to UNESCO (2023), various member states, including Finland, 
France, Georgia, Germany, Latvia, Spain and Switzerland, have highlighted 
specific links between OER and other open policies. Likewise, here, we present 
additional evidence of  the current trend to create global policies that integrate OE 
with other elements of  openness, including OA to research publications and data, 
in accordance, that is, with UNESCO’s (2019) recommendation of  embedding 
OER policies within national policy frameworks and aligning them with other 
open policies.

Significantly, libraries are considered as being one of the stakeholders creating 
OE polices as well as being one of the key support areas for decision-making related 
to such policies (Coyne & Alfis, 2021), given the regulations require the collabora-
tive actions of multiple individuals across an institution (Atenas et al., 2022). In 
this regard, several examples of the participation of librarians have been reported 
(Risquez et al., 2020; Santos-Hermosa et al., 2022; Thompson & Muir, 2020).

Encouraging DEI 
Our survey shows that, with regards to inclusion, academic libraries are most con-
cerned with promoting accessibility (and less so with offering diverse, multilingual 
and culturally equitable OER), and that they do so by adhering closely to their insti-
tutional strategies and programmes. 

Librarians have approached accessibility by providing a range of services, includ-
ing those that assist faculty in locating, using and creating accessible OER, whilst 
they also provide OER accessibility toolkits and incorporate adequate metadata for 
the management of OER collections and repositories (Wolfe, 2020). According to 
Schultz and Azadbakht (2021), most OER librarians possess, by their own measure, 
a basic understanding of accessibility, although they have not received any in-depth 
training, and they consider themselves confident in their knowledge of such matters. 
However, these authors also acknowledge that accessibility remains an emerging area 
of focus for librarians, and more work is required to ensure they are fully conversant 
with it. This conclusion, moreover, is not just applicable to libraries, since a systematic 
review by Zhang et al. (2020) finds that accessibility is still in its infancy within OER 
in general.

Currently, the other elements of inclusiveness are seen by libraries as more chal-
lenging, although several academic libraries are already translating OER into local 
languages (Osuigwe & Levey, 2023) and addressing multilingual and cultural barriers 
(Kolesnykova et al., 2022).
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Sustainability
OER sustainability is frequently linked to affordability, typically associated with the 
lower costs incurred when students use open-textbooks. However, alternative OER 
sustainability models based on other costs (including staffing, workflow develop-
ment, infrastructure, grant programmes, incentives, etc.) have also been identified  
(Tlili et al., 2020). 

The EHE libraries participating in the survey reported disposing of highly limited 
human and financial resources to dedicate to OER. This can be seen as constituting a 
distinct barrier to sustainability, since OER are often associated with increased work-
loads and libraries typically have to face the problems associated with budget cuts 
(Coyne & Alfis, 2021). Indeed, whilst some libraries have shown a greater commit-
ment to hiring additional staff  and/or the reallocation of responsibilities (Essmiller 
et al., 2020) to support OER initiatives, others manage to contribute to the sustain-
ability of OER despite uncertain funding (Thompson & Peach, 2023) and without 
increasing staff  and salaries (Coyne & Alfis, 2021). A third group found that the effort 
involved in supporting the development of OER was unsustainable for their library 
(Morgan, 2018).

Therefore, although sustainability was adopted as one of  the American Library 
Association’s (ALA) Core Values of  Librarianship in 2019, additional financial 
investment and a change of  mindset and strategy are needed to facilitate sustainable 
library OER programmes. Some of  the strategies that libraries are currently adopt-
ing in their efforts to improve scalability and sustainability include OER publishing 
models, OER programmes based on alternative open-textbook grants and stream-
ing video licencing (Hoover et al., 2020), incentives for OER creation (Bond et al., 
2021) and the application of  Human Performance Technology (HPT) (Essmiller 
et al., 2020). Other effective actions to ensure sustainability might include observing 
new suppliers entering the marketplace, identifying changes in licencing models and 
partnering with teaching departments to incorporate OER into courses (Hoover 
et al., 2020).

Finally, certain differences are noted between the US and Europe as far as 
human resources and OER in libraries are concerned. Thus, in the US, OER librar-
ians are more entrenched in their role, there being several professional development 
certification programmes and specific OER librarian positions, whereas in Europe, no 
one influential organisation has yet to be established, although advances have been 
made, thanks to the efforts of certain institutions, working groups and networks. 
Thus, appointing an OER full-time librarian or a specific team remains one of the 
challenges of guaranteeing sustainability. 

International cooperation
The academic libraries surveyed participate more in (institutional, national and 
European) OE/OER networks than in projects. Indeed, two influential European 
networks with well-defined strategies have implemented various OE initiatives: 
the LIBER Educational Resources working group (https://libereurope.eu/work-
ing-group/liber-educational-resources-working-group/) and OE SPARC (https://
sparceurope.org/what-we-do/open-education/enoel/). In addition, libraries could 
also leverage on existing national or regional organisations (Osuigwe & Levey, 2023) 
to work together in OER. The UNESCO (2023) report also includes international 
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professional networks as a collaborative mechanism of  the OER Recommenda-
tion, whilst Sweden has highlighted libraries as a key element in OER infrastruc-
ture. Some projects in which libraries are involved include Wikipedia (Bridges et 
al., 2021), ERASMUS+ and others forming part of  OS and repository projects  
(Santos-Hermosa et al., 2020). 

Limitations
The study presented here, as well as its main results, cannot be considered representa-
tive of all European academic libraries, and the data being limited to a relatively small 
number of them. However, these findings can be used as a starting point to monitor 
the progress of the implementation of the OER Recommendation in academic librar-
ies and should also be taken into consideration when designing new surveys on this 
topic.

Conclusions

Three years after the publication of  UNESCO’s Recommendation on OER, 
we  find that most of  the academic libraries surveyed are quite familiar with 
this  normative instrument and are actively engaged in each of  its five action 
areas. However, whilst some libraries show greater strengths and have  
advanced further in certain specific areas of  the OER Recommendation, oth-
ers continue at an incipient stage of  implementation and still face considerable 
challenges. 

Adopting a traffic light system as a way of indicating the degree of involvement of 
academic libraries in the OER Recommendation, our study shows:

• Green: High degree of  involvement in action area 1, with capacity building 
attracting most efforts and with considerable progress being recorded. Librar-
ies increasingly offer tailored OE services and provide the skills that allow 
stakeholders to access, create, re-use, adapt and redistribute OER. They also 
offer guidance in applying for open licences. Yet, further training is required 
in specific aspects of  OE, most notably those requiring a teaching-based 
approach.

• Flashing amber: Medium-high degree of involvement in area 2 (OE policy 
development), via participation in policy creation and promotion, and in area 
3 (inclusive OER), via promotion of inclusion by way of enhanced accessibil-
ity. However, in these same areas (2 and 3), OE policies have yet to be widely 
adopted across Europe, and diverse, multilingual, culturally equitable OER 
remain underexploited. 

• Steady amber: Intermediate degree of involvement in area 5 (international col-
laboration), with libraries increasingly involving themselves in international 
working groups and OE support networks; yet, few are active in OE-specific 
projects.

• Red: Low degree of involvement in area 4 (sustainability for OER), with 
considerable deficiencies in sustaining OER, and with often inadequate funding 
and staffing levels. There is a clear need for more OER sustainability models 
applicable to libraries. 
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In short, it is evident that to continue implementing UNESCO’s OER Recommen-
dation, academic libraries face long-term challenges – in terms, that is, of sustain-
ability and DEI (especially in developing appropriate strategies and practices) – and 
also medium-term challenges – in terms, that is, of creating OE policies, participating 
in collaborative projects, and tailoring a capacity development plan specific to OE 
competencies.

This study has also revealed that the libraries taking most actions to implement 
the OER Recommendation, or making most progress in one or more of  its areas, are 
those that have been engaged in OE for between at least 1 and 5 years, which play a 
supportive – or even a leading – role in their institution and that operate some type 
of  internal OE committee or task force. Furthermore, research shows that between 
2021 and 2022, libraries have increased, albeit slightly, their knowledge of  the OER 
Recommendation, and their role in OE and involvement in the creation of  insti-
tutional policies, by working in line with a broader institutional commitment and 
strategy. This suggests that a campus-wide model of  collaboration built on part-
nerships of  libraries, different academic and support departments could be key to 
advancing in the implementation of  the OER Recommendation. 
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