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A B S T R A C T   

The advent of open access (OA) has changed the scholarly communication landscape resulting in disruption of 
traditional relationships between different stakeholders. Thus, the gatekeeping role of academic librarians has 
been impaired. However, by assuming the role of gate-openers, librarians have become facilitators of OA uptake 
in the United Arab Emirates. Results of the UAE librarians survey show that they are aware of OA routes and 
predatory journals; they are using different instruction methods to educate users on OA resources and publishing; 
and they harness OA resources along the traditional subscription-based products. Readers of international library 
journals need to be aware of efforts undertaken by their peers to advance OA mandate outside the Eastern 
European and North American context, often dominating scholarly communication studies.   

Introduction 

Libraries and librarians have always played a pivotal role in the 
creation, preservation and dissemination of knowledge. The methods, 
mechanisms, tools and practices associated with their role have been 
changing along with scholarly communication developments. From clay 
tablets and books chained to shelves, to e-resources, librarians have 
always been involved in the process of sharing knowledge. Currently, as 
the international research community is increasingly embracing Open 
Access (OA) as a new publishing and access model, librarians are at the 
heart of the transition. Consequently, they will have to tackle the new 
challenges and opportunities they present for them (Ojennus, 2020). In 
the words of Cryer and Collins (2011, p. 106), librarians can change 
scholarly publishing with little acts such as “pointing a patron towards a 
policy, mentioning open access funding opportunities in passing, acti-
vating access to an open access journal or creating an informative Web 
guide.” 

According to Boufarss and Laakso (2020), the push to adopt OA 
“transcends the initial motivator of public good to other objectives such 
as boosting research impact, increasing institutional visibility, and 
guaranteeing long-term cost-effective access to research.” OA has also 
been increasingly considered a respite from the costly reader-pays 
models often associated with double-dipping (King & Alvarado- 
Albertorio, 2008). However, the OA based on the author-pays or the 
article processing charges (APC) model presents other ethical 

challenges. It creates a new form of divide that disadvantages authors, 
institutions, funders, and even governments who do not have enough 
funds to pay APCs especially from developing countries (Beasley, 2016; 
Shah & Gul, 2013; Tenopir et al., 2017). The absence of a mechanism to 
offset APCs by lowering subscription cost in this model (Björk & Solo-
mon, 2014a, 2014b) is another major drawback. 

Librarians are to a great extent involved in all aspects, stages, pro-
cesses and debates surrounding all types of open access be it Gold, Green 
or other shades. Academic and other research institution librarians (for 
the rest of this article, shortened to just ‘librarians’, for readability) are 
engaged in the management of institutional repositories (IRs), OA 
awareness, training researchers on copyright and funder policies, facil-
itating access to the increasing number of OA resources, and even 
funding OA. As part of library instruction and information literacy 
mandate, researchers are being trained on self-archiving, encouraged to 
use OA resources, and warned of the perils of predatory journals. 

Several previous studies have examined the role of libraries and li-
brarians in OA in other parts of the world, librarians' perception of OA, 
and the role of librarians in IRs (Bailey, 2007; Greyson et al., 2009; 
Mercer, 2011; Palmer et al., 2009; Rockman et al., 2005; Gibbons, 2004; 
Bell et al., 2005; Chan et al., 2005). However, no studies on OA and li-
brarians in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) or OA and library instruc-
tion could be identified. The focus of this study on a Middle Eastern 
country is of particular importance as the scholarly publishing landscape 
diverges from the situation in Europe and the Americas where there is a 
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push from funders, higher education institutions (HEIs) and govern-
ments to adopt OA routes. Initiatives such as Plan S, H2020, AmeliCA 
and OA 2020 are testament of this push. Even China pledged support for 
Plan S and started aligning its science policies to limit paywalled content 
publishing (Schiermeier, 2018). A quick analysis of the situation in the 
Middle East reveals absence of such initiatives and nation-wide strate-
gies. Yet, the HEIs and research landscape in these countries have fol-
lowed in the footsteps of similar institutions in other parts of the world 
leading to an increased need for high-quality resources as well as raising 
scientific research output. Investigating the gate-opener role of librar-
ians under these muddled circumstances could set this study apart. 

The UAE, particularly, makes for an important subject of enquiry on 
OA support and uptake because it combines several factors at the core of 
OA discussions. First, the UAE is the second richest country in the Middle 
East and North Africa as per the World Bank GDP per capita data in 2018 
(World Bank, 2020). Second, the UAE has the practice of employing a 
career-oriented academic expatriate workforce that is likely to publish 
in high impact channels with good visibility. Albeit a key distinctive 
feature of these scholars emanates from the highly transient nature of 
the workforce in the UAE as highlighted by Ali (2011) and Bel-Air 
(2018). Expatriates represented over 90% of the total UAE workforce in 
2017 (UAE PMO, 2019). This “structural gap” that characterizes the 
UAE labor market in terms of the expatriate workforce predominance 
over the local workforce (Ministry of Economy (UAE), 2019) coupled 
with the “sense of insecurity” among the expatriate workforce created 
by the temporary status of employment residency visas (Middle East 
Centre, 2015) distinguishes the scholars including librarians in the UAE 
from scholars in most other parts of the world where naturalization is 
the norm. 

The sense of transience carries over to perceptions on publishing, in a 
manner that makes the UAE region particularly interesting for research 
in that area. Given the high number of expatriate scholars and their 
temporary assignments, UAE institutions are easily seen as well-paying 
temporary stepping-stones in a scholar's career, used while building up 
personal credentials for employment elsewhere. As Alami et al. (2014) 
put it “The fight for more visibility and higher rankings on the global 
higher-education stage has wealthy Gulf Cooperation Council countries 
scrambling for international academic talent, and offering salary pack-
ages with a reputation for being generous.” This can lead to prioritiza-
tion of prestigious channels “to maintain the academic currency 
required to remain mobile” (Austin et al., 2014) as well as a lack of a 
shared publication strategy. Within the pressure from these constraints, 
academic librarians provide researchers with crucial resources and 
infrastructure facilities to assist in their endeavor to publish interna-
tionally, which is why we focus on their role in this article. 

This study investigates the level of OA awareness among librarians in 
the UAE. It also highlights their role in the training of researchers and 
patrons on OA policies and mechanisms and on accessing OA resources. 
In doing so we aim to demonstrate how open access has helped reinvent 
the role of librarians as gate-openers and a driving force behind the 
eventual success or downfall of the OA movement. More specifically, we 
seek to demonstrate what UAE librarians are doing to facilitate users and 
researchers' uptake of OA and how their high awareness and perception 
of OA has contributed to the shift in their role. 

For the purpose of this article, the concept of gatekeeper is inspired 
by Bell's (2009) definition that librarians make the decision on what 
resources to buy and infrastructure and mechanisms to access them by 
users. On the contrary, the gate-opener concept, in the OA context, is 
defined here as the totality of services and tools provided by librarians in 
support of OA such as training, outreach, infrastructures, funding and 
access. 

Review of literature 

Role of librarians and libraries in OA 

There are ample examples in literature that libraries and librarians 
are key players in advancing the OA agenda. Bailey (2007) provides an 
extensive account of the role of libraries in open access ranging from 
providing enhanced access to OA resources, becoming publishers of OA 
works, establishing institutional digital archives, building OA computer 
systems, digitizing out-of-copyright works, preserving OA material, and 
providing support for article processing charges. Indeed, Greyson et al. 
(2009) found that librarians surpass research administrators in their 
perception of the mandate for promoting OA. They further stated that 
the majority of libraries were performing OA awareness bolstering ac-
tivities through user education or supporting OA infrastructure 
development. 

Libraries can boost the transition to OA through partnerships with 
journal publishers. The Canadian Research Knowledge Network (CRKN) 
and the Érudit Consortium (Érudit) collaboration (Ward & Lavoie, 2016) 
and the National Library of Finland and the Federation of Finnish 
Learned Societies partnership (Ilva, 2018) that aim to provide financial 
support for journals to flip to OA are examples of libraries role in sup-
porting journals to move to OA. These partnerships are based on finding 
a common ground as a basis for a new business model that incentivizes 
journals to transition to OA. At the other extreme side of the pendulum, 
Lewis (2017) suggested that libraries should commit 2.5% of their 
budget to build open scholarly commons. This is based on an unortho-
dox vision of an open scholarly commons with a mandate of discovery, 
access and preservation of scholarly content not in partnership with 
publishers or journals but with governments, funders, scholarly soci-
eties, universities, and foundations. 

Librarians' perception of OA 

Various studies have explored the librarians' perception and aware-
ness of OA. Mercer (2011), who upon finding that nearly half of all ar-
ticles authored by academic librarians were open access in 2008, 
concluded that academic librarians had a generally positive perception 
of open access. Another early study that examined the librarians' per-
ceptions and attitudes towards OA by Palmer et al. (2009) concluded 
that even though librarians had a positive attitude towards OA, their 
associated actions and behaviors were slightly conservative. This was 
seconded by a much recent and slightly different study of LIS faculty 
attitudes towards OA by Peekhaus and Proferes (2016), who found that 
the majority of their respondents are willing to comply with Gold and 
Green (self-archiving) mandates and that they are “very critical of what 
is perceived to be detrimental control exercised by for-profit publishers 
over the scholarly communication system.” 

Librarians' knowledge transcends overarching OA awareness to 
higher awareness of predatory journals. Hebrang Grgić and Guskić 
(2019) found that about half of the surveyed librarians are familiar with 
the term against about a mere 10% of researchers. Thus, Ifijeh (2017) 
sees that librarians being “custodians of knowledge” should spearhead 
the efforts to raise awareness of researchers of predatory journals. 

Librarians' role in institutional repositories management 

Research on institutional repositories is burgeoning with evidence 
that librarians are pioneers of their establishment, management, and 
continuous population with research output. Rockman et al. (2005) 
claim that librarians have all the tenets for a successful institutional 
repository management. They are aware of the benefits of OA as they 
have felt the pinch of increasing resource costs on their budgets. They 
have metadata and preservation expertise. They are the hub within their 
universities and have been providing informational and technological 
support to their different stakeholders. This is reiterated by Gibbons 
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(2004) who asserts that libraries have the expertise, trust, and connec-
tions with stakeholders necessary for running an effective IR. 

The role of reference librarians in the success of IRs has been spe-
cifically highlighted. Bell et al. (2005) state that they populate the re-
pository, assist users with access to existing resources, and create new, 
institutionally unique resources. Similarly, Chan et al. (2005) state that 
they establish IR goals and scope, evaluate the system and content, 
develop strategies and procedures, interpret publishers' policies, collect 
content, and perform promotional duties. This was corroborated by 
Boufarss and Laakso (2020), who acclaim “the pivotal role of the uni-
versity library in campus scholarly publishing as it leads both in re-
pository management and self-archiving of materials.” 

OA and disintermediation of libraries 

Travica (1999) stated that “the author-publisher-jobber-bookstore- 
library-commercial information provider-user circle” with the library 
as one of the mediators was changing due to “modern push technolo-
gies” that enabled some members of the circle to bypass others. Simi-
larly, other researchers such as Esposito (2011), Ball (2012) and Tara 
(2014) noted that advances in technology, changes in educational 
landscape and open access have disintermediated the library and li-
brarians since users now have direct access to resources. Koltay (2017) 
stated that the absence of gatekeepers including librarians results in 
readers having to act as gatekeepers themselves. Librarians have always 
been mediators between users and stacks of books and online databases, 
either as access facilitators or as trainers. In doing so, they have curated 
quality information and built-in tacit information literacy skills. One 
may even argue that when designing discovery systems, they are often 
trapped in a “user-based and cognitive approaches to knowledge orga-
nization” mindset criticised by Hjørland (2013). And yet, it is not all 
doom and gloom. The absence of focus on information literacy elicits 
apprehension of “the burgeoning trash that clings to the quality data” 
(Tara, 2014, p. 202) providing opportunities for re-intermediation of the 
library and librarians. Ball (2012) stated that while big deals with 
publishers “removed selection decisions from librarians” and OA is 
providing research to all without intermediaries, IRs are a way to re- 
intermediate the library as a collector of institutional research output. 

Mullen (2010, p. 147) suggests that librarians should also start 
advocating OA resources alongside the traditional subscription-based 
materials both for readers and authors. Similarly, in his defense of 
expanding use of gatekeeping theory in LIS, Ojennus (2020, p. 398) 
argues that digital repositories and open access journals along with 
other additional resources which have been seen as undermining the 
gatekeeping function of libraries, may be reincarnated as “alternate 
channels for information”. Scott (2017) believes that “information lit-
eracy instruction provides another opportunity for librarians to be 
leaders in the OA landscape”. In fact, an increasing number of teaching 
librarians are using OA materials in their instruction (Fargo McKinnon & 
S. Helge, 2014, p. 14). However, not everyone agrees with this. Esposito 
(2011) concluded that libraries have speeded their own disintermedia-
tion when they advocated the creation of IRs as a means of disin-
termediating publishers who responded by introducing the article 
processing charge based OA model. Whether libraries shot themselves in 
the foot when they endorsed IRs or not, there are always ways to rein-
carnate their role exactly like they survived the advent of the Internet, 
Google and e-books. Bell (2009), in a non-OA context, called for a shift 
from this gatekeeper role to a gate-opener one, in which a librarian's role 
with library users is expanded into helping creativity and student ac-
complishments. The same notion can be nowadays carried over to the 
OA sector, in librarians also helping scholars to find the most suitable 
publication channels for their work. 

Methodology 

The role of libraries and librarians in the publishing paradigm shift 

has been extensively covered in literature. The most pronounced take-
away from most of the studies is that they have been and continue 
exerting efforts to boost the move to OA driven by financial, ethical and 
social motives. This study sought to investigate the changing role of li-
brarians from gatekeepers to gate-openers not only by promoting OA 
resources but also by financially supporting OA publications, training 
researchers on OA publishing and predatory journals, and establishing 
and managing local digital archives. To investigate this shift from 
collection development to access facilitation, this study adopted a short 
quantitative questionnaire as the instrument for gathering librarians' 
views and insights. The survey consists of 21 questions focusing on OA 
awareness and perception, OA discovery tools, piracy based and aca-
demic social networks, OA-related instruction, OA resources integration, 
and predatory journals. 

The survey targeted the UAE librarians who are involved in infor-
mation literacy, user instruction, and research support. Respondents are 
all members of the Information Literacy Network of the Gulf (ILN-GCC), 
a regional network of information literacy librarians. The ILN-GCC is a 
professional development and best practices exchange platform for li-
brarians from different library types and sizes. As the network includes a 
few members from other Arabian Gulf countries, responses were soli-
cited only from those based in the UAE. The survey invitation included a 
brief explanation of the study, the estimated duration of the survey, and 
a link to the survey where the respondents will first view the informed 
consent form and definitions of key terms before they begin the survey. 
The survey was open from May 2019 to May 2020. A total of 56 valid 
responses were received. Of the 56 respondents, 36 respondents worked 
for a university, 13 for a college or technical institute, six for schools, 
and one for some other organization.  

Characteristic Number (%) 

Affiliation University 36 (64) 
College or Technical Institute 13 (23) 
Other 6 (11) 

Institution size More than 2000 34 (61) 
1000–2000 10 (18) 
Less than 1000 12 (21)  

Results 

Awareness and perception of OA 

Results of a question examining librarians' awareness of Gold, Green, 
Hybrid and Black OA routes indicated that librarians are highly aware of 
the different OA routes (see Fig. 1), demonstrating that while their work 
focus may have been in other areas, well over 60% of the respondents 
were aware of the three most prominent OA publication types. 

About two thirds were familiar with Hybrid, Gold and Green OA. 
Over a quarter were however not aware of “Black” OA (a concept that 
we for the sake of its terminological novelty explained in the survey). 
Only 13% were not familiar with any OA route. For the sake of clarity 
and brevity, all other shades of OA such as diamond and gratis were 
omitted from the survey. 

In response to a question on their perception of OA versus paywalled 
articles, the majority of UAE librarians (83%) considered OA articles of 
equal quality to articles in paywalled journals. However, 17% thought 
they were of lower quality and none believed that they were better. 

Responses to another question on their awareness of predatory 
journals indicate that UAE librarians were generally familiar with the 
concept “predatory journal”, as over 50% (52%) were familiar with it, 
about a quarter (24%) were aware of mechanisms to recognize them, 
and a similar percentage were even educating users on how to detect 
them. Only a small fraction (7%) was not aware of the concept. 

Librarians guide users towards appropriate resources within their 
collections and beyond. In the absence of a required resource, librarians 
have a myriad of choices ranging from inter-library loan to finding 
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alternative resources. This question (Fig. 2) measured the librarians' 
choice between traditional resources and OA. 

Their responses indicated that only 19% elected to use OA self- 
archived versions of articles. About two thirds said that they would 
select inter-library loan and a further 6% choose to recommend similar 
paywalled articles. 

Institutional repositories 

Responses to a question on the existence of an institutional re-
pository in their institution showed that almost half of the respondents 
(46%) have an institutional repository. 

Institutional repositories infrastructure can be managed either 
internally by one or more units within the institution or through external 
sub-contractors. 

Responses to the question on who manages the IR reveal that uni-
versity libraries were mostly in charge with nearly half of the relevant 
responses indicating that IRs were run by librarians (46%). This was 
followed by the information technology units. Only 6% reported having 
outsourced the IR maintenance. 33% of relevant respondents did not 
know who was in charge of their IR's management (Fig. 3). 

Awareness of and use of academic social networks and OA finding tools 

When asked about awareness of OA finding tools such as Unpaywall, 
Kopernio and OA Button, about two thirds of librarians indicated being 
aware of them and using them frequently. A little over a quarter (27%) 
reported having heard of them but having never used them. Nearly a 
third (35%) were not aware of these tools. 

In response to another question measuring librarians' use of the 
controversial piracy-based social networks such as SciHub, the majority 
(44%) reported using those services occasionally. Another (21%) used 
them often. A further 19% used them rarely. Only 17% stated never 

having used them. 

Instruction on and harnessing of OA resources 

Advancing the OA agenda involves a range of activities spanning 
from user education to financial support. The following question ex-
amines the UAE libraries' mandate in relation to OA. 

A little over two thirds of librarians (69%) reported educating re-
searchers about OA. 43% see use of OA to promote the work of their 
researchers as part of the library mandate. This was followed by 40% 
stating help to researchers to self-archive their work as their mandate. 
36% listed educating research on OA policies and funding as one of their 
tasks. 24% and 17% stated making sure researchers comply with fun-
ders' OA policies and helping researchers with funding of OA publication 
as their library's mandate, respectively. Only about a quarter (26%) 
proclaimed that none of the tasks listed above were part of their library's 
mandate (Fig. 4). 

In response to another question on whether they offer instruction on 
scholarly communication including OA, about three quarters of librar-
ians (74%) stated that they do. 

Fig. 5 shows the education methods used by UAE librarians to 
educate users about OA. In popularity order, these methods include 
posting information about OA on the library website (54%), one-to-one 
instruction (54%), seminars or workshops (41%), lectures for students 
(28%), webinars 13%, Conferences (7%), social media (7%), and pub-
lication of handbooks (7%). 

UAE librarians' responses to a question on the top ten most important 
OA literacy skills of their users indicated that these skills fall both under 
skills of user-as-reader and user-as-author (Fig. 6). 

Evaluating OA journals was seen as the most important skill. The 
second most important skill was understanding OA citation advantage. 
These were followed by finding OA information, copyright and 
licensing, identification of questionable publishers, etc. Interoperability 

Fig. 1. Awareness of OA routes (n = 48).  

Fig. 2. Alternatives used in the absence of a subscription-based article (n = 48).  

M. Boufarss and J.T. Harviainen                                                                                                                                                                                                            



The Journal of Academic Librarianship 47 (2021) 102425

5

of repositories, new formats in electronic environments, unique identi-
fiers of authors in OA papers, and open data did not make it to the top 
ten skills. 

When asked about the integration of OA resources in their instruc-
tion material, 62% of librarians said that they make their users aware of 
OA resources and an additional 10% responded that they even 
encourage researchers to self-archive or opt for Gold OA publishing. 
31% were not integrating OA resources in their instruction material. 

Fig. 7 shows that the majority of librarians (67%) consider 
convincing users of the quality of OA resources as the biggest challenge 
facing information literacy specialists. A further 45% viewed the diffi-
culty of distinguishing between good and predatory journals as a chal-
lenge. An equal percentage (29%) perceived fear of copyright 
infringement, faculty's preference of subscription resources, and inte-
gration of OA resources in IL instruction as issues they have to address 
with the advent of OA. Having to learn new information searching tools 
and methods represented a challenge for about a quarter (26%). 

Librarians' responses on activities their libraries performed in sup-
port of OA reflect their perception of OA resources (Fig. 8). Nearly two 
thirds were actively supporting OA through one or a combination of 
tangible activities. Over half (52%) were using OA platforms to identify 
potential OA resources to supplement their subscription resources. A 

further 45% were visibly identifying resources in their catalogs and 
discovery platforms as OA. About a quarter more (24%) were featuring 
information on OA in their library homepage or one level below the 
homepage. Surprisingly, 21% stated even hosting OA journals. A low but 
nonetheless noteworthy number of the libraries (12%) stated being 
members of one or more OA organizations such as PLoS, Hindawi and 
BioMed central. 

Discussion 

Awareness and perception of OA and predatory journals 

The color coding for different OA routes has been constantly evolving 
adding to the complexity of the OA model. Part of this study focuses on 
the most common and core OA routes with “Black OA” added as a 
challenging option. The UAE librarians' responses indicate that they are 
highly aware of the different OA routes despite many of them not being 
involved in OA activities. The low unfamiliarity with Black OA is not 
quite surprising, as the term “Black OA”, coined by Björk (2017) with 
nuances to pirates' flags and black market, is not quite popular yet. This 
high awareness sets them in a position to lead OA outreach and 
awareness initiatives within their institutions. 

Fig. 3. Unit managing the institutional repository (n = 54).  

Fig. 4. In your view, which of the following are part of your library's mandate? (Please choose *all* that apply) (n = 42).  
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The UAE librarians' perception of OA versus paywalled articles with 
83% viewing them of equal quality and only 17% thinking they are of 
lower quality diverges from findings of Peekhaus & Proferes (2016, p. 
24) who stated that about half (53%) of LIS faculty viewed the quality of 
OA and paywalled articles as equal, about a quarter thought that OA 
articles are of lower quality, and over 8% believed OA articles were of 
better quality than paywalled ones. This mostly positive perception of 
OA articles could be attributed to increased awareness of predatory 

journals and familiarity with tools to recognize them. 
Indeed, UAE librarians demonstrated that they are generally familiar 

with the concept “predatory journal” (52%), aware of mechanisms to 
recognize them (24%), and educating users on how to detect them 
(24%) surpassing some of their counterparts in other countries. For 
example, Hebrang Grgić and Guskić (2019) found that only a little over 
50% of Croatian librarians are aware or totally aware of the term and 
that nearly a quarter are not aware of it. 

Fig. 5. Education methods used when educating users about OA (n = 46).  

Fig. 6. The 10 most interesting OA skills for library users (n = 39).  
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Despite their high awareness and perception of OA and in concur-
rence with Palmer et al. (2009), UAE librarians demonstrate conserva-
tive behavior with their continuous preference for, support and 
endorsement of traditional subscription-based resources over OA self- 
archived versions of articles. This could be attributed to the re-
searchers' preferences and insistence on paywalled articles often pub-
lished by major publishers in “prestigious journals”, in pursuit of high 
impact and status. 

Institutional repositories management 

Consistent with previous findings (Boufarss & Laakso, 2020), the 
percentage of UAE institutions with an institutional repository (46%) is 
low and subpar the 80% reported among European universities (Morais 
& Borrell-Damián, 2019) and over 90% among Canadian institutions 
over a decade ago (Greyson et al., 2009). However, and considering that 
some respondents work for schools, it signals a big improvement from 
only four DOAR-registered repositories reported by Carlson (2015). This 
indicates an acceleration in OA initiatives and IR infrastructure adoption 
and implementation. 

UAE libraries are leading the way in IR management ahead of IT 
units and external contractors. This is in line with findings of Boufarss 
and Laakso (2020) and in agreement with Schmolling's (2015, p.4) 
statement that libraries are seen “as repository organizers and dissemi-
nators” and that even disciplinary repositories established by 

researchers themselves “are in some cases maintained by university li-
braries”. This result confirms the librarians' often acclaimed skillset to 
maintain and run repositories (Bell et al., 2005; Chan et al., 2005; 
Gibbons, 2004; Rockman et al., 2005). Furthermore, the involvement of 
IT departments and commercial IT firms reflects Degkwitz's (2013, p.89) 
belief that new collaborative services by these different stakeholders are 
needed to “achieve ‘open science’ and to improve scholarly 
communication.” 

Awareness of and use of academic social networks and OA finding tools 

UAE librarians demonstrate a high level of awareness of OA finding 
tools. As Schultz et al. (2019) state, “the emergence of OA finding tools 
offers much potential for increasing the visibility of OA versions of 
scholarship”, awareness and use of these OA finding tools is sought as an 
asset for librarians and a demonstration of their support of OA. 

The copyright infringement nature of SciHub and to some extent of 
copyrighted content hosted by academic social networks, on the other 
hand, has been extensively debated (Björk, 2017; Jamali, 2017; Laakso 
et al., 2017; Laakso & Polonioli, 2018; Lovett et al., 2017). The possi-
bility that over 80% of UAE librarians have used them with varying 
degrees confirms Harle's (2016) warning that embracing these piracy- 
based platforms is a natural outcome in light of current high access costs. 

Fig. 7. Challenges brought about by Open Access for information literacy specialists (n = 42).  

Fig. 8. Activities performed in support of OA (n = 42).  
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Instruction on and harnessing of OA resources 

The high percentage of UAE Librarians (74%) performing a combi-
nation of activities in support of OA indicates that the library's mandate 
is being transformed by OA. The remaining quarter (26%) who did not 
list any tasks as part of their library's mandate puts these results at odds 
with the findings of Greyson et al. (2009), since none of their re-
spondents choose “none of these are within our mandate”. This could be 
attributed to our sample including respondents from all types of libraries 
and to the presence of a national OA agenda in Canada. The low number 
of UAE librarians offering scholarly communication and OA instruction 
in response to a related question may also be attributed to the presence 
of school librarians in the sample. 

UAE librarians adopt various methods to educate users about OA. 
Their choices are consistent with Croatian libraries (Hebrang Grgić, 
2016), which primarily adopted individual education, information on 
the library's website, and seminars and workshops as their top three 
main methods. However, they diverge slightly from results reported by 
their Canadian counterparts (Greyson et al., 2009), who listed their top 
three tools as: printed materials, lectures and seminars, and webpages 
about OA. With about two thirds integrating OA resources in their in-
struction material, UAE librarians are nonetheless helping advance the 
OA movement not only by connecting users with these resources but also 
by encouraging adoption of OA publishing models. 

As the increasing popularity of OA has changed the information 
landscape and publishing market dynamics, librarians are faced with 
new challenges brought about by this new reality. Results of this study 
indicate that there has been a shift in the librarians' roles from a tradi-
tional passive gatekeeper function of making information accessible to a 
more proactive forward-thinking role of a gate-opener by bolstering the 
uptake of OA as a viable publishing model. Addressing issues such as 
reassuring users of the quality of OA articles, pinpointing predatory 
journals, managing copyright, and learning new searching methods are 
extensions of their role as gatekeepers. However, our results indicate 
that by performing other activities in support of OA, like crawling OA 
platforms to populate inhouse systems with OA resources, visibly iden-
tifying resources in discovery platforms as OA, featuring information on 
OA in their websites, hosting OA journals, or joining OA organizations, 
UAE librarians are no longer by-standers in the OA debate but are 
actively building cross-bridges to greater OA acceptability in a way that 
befits their new gate-opening role. This role could be enhanced further 
from within the UAE HEIs at the grassroots level by boosting collabo-
rations with research management offices and grants administrators in 
ways that will affect change of OA policies. 

Limitations 

As with any survey, the responses of UAE librarians are self-reported, 
and the authors assume their accuracy without the possibility for veri-
fication. The small sample size limited the possibility of cross-tabulation 
and did not allow for a deeper analysis of the different variables. Simi-
larly, the convenience nature of sampling used here limits the general-
izability of the results and warrants a need for further studies based on 
probability sampling strategies. Furthermore, further research 
comparing the role of librarians with that of other players in advancing 
the OA agenda may provide better insight into their efforts. Nonetheless, 
this study provides the first glimpse into the gate-opener role of librar-
ians especially in a region where OA debate has been pushed to the 
backburner and there seems to be no government or funder pressure to 
shift to OA publishing. This unfortunate situation is easily exposed by a 
quick search for OA related colloquium, events and ROARMAP regis-
tered mandates, OA related research output, and national level OA 
policies. 

Conclusion 

The dynamics of scholarly communication have been constantly 
changing. The advent of OA is one of the key signposts of this shift as it 
altered the relationship between different stakeholders. Some of the 
major scholarly communication players got bypassed as the stake-
holders' relationship paradigm changed. Librarians' roles have, partic-
ularly, been revisited. OA provided an opportunity for them to act as 
gate openers instead of their traditional role as gatekeepers. 

Our results indicate that libraries and librarians are finding ways to 
re-intermediate themselves in a scholarly landscape that has been 
transformed by both the advent of OA and the ways in which OA has 
later expanded to new practices. Librarians support the movement by 
providing appropriate infrastructure through setting up and managing 
institutional repositories. In addition, they educate users on and raise 
awareness of scholarly communication and OA. In parallel to providing 
access to traditional resources, they started marketing, sharing and 
highlighting OA resources in their websites and catalogs. From centuries 
of gatekeeping, they have also in the UAE, like their counterparts in 
other parts of the world, become the central gate-openers on the side of 
those who produce new knowledge. This shift in roles is particularly 
important in a region like the UAE, where, unlike in Europe, Americas 
and China, overarching science policy, local OA policies and mandates 
are sporadic. It could be even argued that the geographical, economic, 
and social context of this study makes it unique and helps draw a general 
picture of open access globally. This study is also different in that it 
diverges from the common trend of perceptions and beliefs and instead 
focuses on the librarians' gate-opener role and their help in tipping the 
scale towards increased OA adoption. 
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