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Scholars Portal
● Technical infrastructure arm of the Ontario Council of 

University Libraries
● Large repositories of licensed ebook and ejournal content
● We’re a content provider (aggregator?) and a library 

organization



Usage stats
vs.

user experience
We look to usage to tell us how 

useful an e-resource is to our 
community; but if usage changes 
over time, how much of that is a 
change in the usefulness of the 

content and how much is the 
usability of the site?



COUNTER: What are we counting?

The COUNTER code of practice ensures consistency for things like: 

What “counts” as a 
user successfully 

accessing the full text

What “counts” as a 
unique user/unique 

access

Distinguishing 
between controlled 
content and open 

content



How do things like user experience & 
technical design interact with usage? 

How do we know if people aren’t using 
some content because they aren`t even 
getting to the point where they see the 

“download” button?



Can we assume COUNTER 
usage for the same 
content will stay 
consistent across 
platform changes?



“If it’s too inconvenient I’m 
not going after it” 
(Connaway, Dickey & 
Radford, 2011)

1. Users won’t always go out of 
their way to access an 
e-resource – especially if an 
easier-to-access resource is 
“good enough”.

2. Discoverability plays an 
important role. Changing 
from journal-level to 
article-level linking in your 
discovery layer can increase 
journal usage by over 90% 
(Swab, 2019).

3. What impact does it have on 
usage when e-resources 
become more or less 
convenient to access?

The 
Convenience 
Factor



Platform order in link 
resolvers
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Scholars Portal Journals

We locally host journal 
content licensed by OCUL, 
CRKN, and individual 
libraries

Almost all major academic 
publishers are represented, 
and almost all content is 
replicated on the publisher 
platform

The platform is a 
Trustworthy Digital 
Repository/light archive 
dedicated to digital 
preservation 

Various other benefits over 
publisher platforms like 
bilingualism, data security, 
focus on accessibility, etc.



20 Years of Full-Text Linking

2004

Early
2010s

December
2019

2023-4
SP  hosts OpenURL 

resolver SFX on behalf 
of OCUL members

Some schools move 
to discovery layers 
like Summon with 

built-in link resolvers

14 OCUL schools 
launch Omni, a shared 
Alma/PrimoVE instance

Nearly all OCUL 
schools are on 

Alma/Primo; some are 
also using LibKey



SFX Menu

Hosted & collections partly 
maintained by SP. 

E-Journals - Scholars Portal 
is always on top of the menu; 
other sources are listed 
below.



Primo Electronic Service Order

Pulling from the Alma 
knowledgebase. 

Default is alphabetical order 
(and “S” comes late in the 
alphabet)



Change in use on SP by publisher 
and migration status, 2019 to 2020

Elsevier Wiley (CRKN 
Wiley)

Springer 
(CRKN 
Springer)

Taylor & 
Francis

Schools that 
migrated

-84% -72% -71% -40%

Schools that 
didn’t 
migrate

-23% +2% -11% -20%



Primo Customizations

Custom config: You can 
prioritize SP Journals and 
make it come first in the list.

LibKey integration: This lets 
your users go straight to the 
full text that LibKey has 
detected. They don’t follow 
your service order.



After changing the order…

Increase in Elsevier 
usage on SP Journals

Increase in Wiley usage 
on SP Journals

168%

Increase in T&F usage on 
SP Journals

185%

11%

In 2022, many OCUL 
schools manually 
configured Primo service 
order so SP would always 
come first.

Here’s what happened to 
the stats at one school.



After implementing LibKey…

Reduction in Elsevier 
usage on SP Journals

Reduction in Wiley usage 
on SP Journals

-80%

Reduction in T&F usage 
on SP Journals

-54%

-60%

LibKey doesn’t use the 
same service order as 
Primo. Here’s what one 
school’s SP stats did after 
implementing LibKey 
(some SP collections 
prioritized in Primo).



Caveats:

● Not all SP collections were available in Alma’s KB at the 
start of 2020

● We don’t know who activated our collections or when
● Some schools that didn’t migrate in December 2019 still 

experienced a link resolver change in early 2020



Takeaways:

● Expect some usage fluctuation when you change your 
discovery/access tools (especially something like LibKey!)

● For the most accurate measure of usage, combine usage 
for the same title across platforms



Ease of access of 
DRM-protected ebooks
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Canadian University Press Ebooks
Deal between Association 
of Canadian University 
Presses (ACUP), OCUL, and 
CRKN to provide access to 
ACUP titles on SP Books

We load (almost) all ACUP 
titles, including 
publishers/titles not 
available electronically on 
other platforms

Titles that were expected 
to be course adoption 
books could be assigned 
restrictive DRM by the 
publisher

DRM status could become 
less restrictive over time 



ACUP DRM Timeline

~2013

2018

2020

2022SP uses Adobe 
Content Server to 

offer DRM’ed 
content

New SP Books 
platform launches 

with built-in 
handling of DRM

ACUP introduces a 
“3-user” upgrade 

for DRM-restricted 
books

New ACUP deal 
distributed by De 

Gruyter specifies no 
restrictions on 

simultaneous users



Legacy Books Platform

Single-user DRM is handled 
through Adobe Content 
Server.

In order to read a single-user 
title, users must download 
external software & link their 
Adobe accounts.

Default loan period: 3 days.



New Books Platform

Single-user DRM is handled 
natively in the platform. The 
experience is identical to 
opening a DRM-free title.

Title is “returned” after 10 
minutes of inactivity.



Unique uses per title: old vs. new 
Books platform

2016 (old 
platform)

2017 (old 
platform)

2019 (new 
platform)

2020 (new 
platform)

DRM-Free 
Titles

3.27 4.01 3.24 4.53

Single User 
Titles

2.29 2.28 10.36 7.02



Titles with NO use in a year: old 
vs. new Books platform

2016 (old 
platform)

2017 (old 
platform)

2019 (new 
platform)

2020 (new 
platform)

DRM-Free 
Titles

54% 50% 57% 54%

Single User 
Titles

56% 56% 32% 43%



Titles with less than 5 uses in a 
year: old vs. new Books platform

2016 (old 
platform)

2017 (old 
platform)

2019 (new 
platform)

2020 (new 
platform)

DRM-Free 
Titles

83% 81% 85% 83%

Single User 
Titles

84% 84% 65% 75%



Caveats:

● 2020 ¯\_(ツ)_/¯
● What’s the impact of ease of access vs. loan period?
● Changing DRM status/trends: 46% of ACUP titles were 

single-user in 2016, compares to only 38% in 2020
● Data comes from a sample–not the total



Takeaways:

● If an ebook is inconvenient to use, it probably won’t be 
used very much

● Roadblocks that stop people from accessing the content 
won’t necessarily show up in COUNTER stats

● If you see something funky in your stats… try exploring the 
user interface!



Usage stats
vs.

user experience

User experience does impact use.
E-resources that are easier to use will 

see a higher volume of use.
More investigation is needed – but 

take a critical eye to your stats!
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Sabina Pagotto

sabina@scholarsportal.info
@spagotto on many fine social media platforms

Thank you to my colleagues on the SP Books and 
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with timelines & history, and more! 
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with me on statistics.
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