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Martin Rethmeier (Oldenbourg Academic Publishers) 

Future Perspectives for the „Historische Bibliographie“  

Commentary 

Chart 1 
Thank you for the kind invitation and for giving me the opportunity to present some 
information and some ideas on the Historische Bibliographie Online to you from the 
publishers’ point of view.  

Chart 2 
The aim of my presentation is providing a framework for the following discussion. What I am 
going to unfold in the next 20 minutes precisely is hidden behind three headlines. I’ll begin 
with some short remarks on Oldenbourg and its cooperation with the AHF, then proceed to 
some first insights of the transformation process of the HBO from a subscription to an open 
access bibliography and finally will come to the future challenges and options for the HBO. 
I’ll take it as given that you have in mind or at least will remember during my presentation 
what Renate Plichta in her last years’ proceeding explained regarding the Public Private 
Partnership Model for the HBO and its implications.  

Chart 3 
It will not be necessary to explain the AHF to this audience, I guess, but you may not know 
the fields, Oldenbourg is working in, nor its long history as one of the major and most 
reputable publishers in the academic world. 
One point I’d like to draw your attention to is the linkage of Oldenbourg with several 
important partners among the German historical research institutions like Institut für 
Zeitgeschichte (IfZ), Bundesarchiv and Historische Kommission of the Bavarian Academy of 
Sciences. The Akademie Verlag, which is affiliated to Oldenbourg Publishers, is closely 
linked to the Brandenburg Academy.  So with the IfZ, the Jahresberichte and the AHF we are 
cooperating with the three German members of your Conference. You may take this as a key 
for our position as a major academic publisher in Germany.   

Chart 4 
Why do I speak of a “success story”? Well, because AHF and Oldenbourg have cooperated on 
a common understanding of partnership, that means always working in close cooperation and 
in proper distribution of tasks according to the particular competences: AHF working on a 
powerful database, structuring and improving data quality and adding new content; 
Oldenbourg working on a user-friendly internet application for the HBO, supplying adequate 
delivery models, improving accessibility, visibility, usability and guarantying sustainability of 
services. 
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Chart 5 
From Historische Bibliographie to Historische Bibliographie Online to Historische 
Bibliographie Online Open Access – where we come from: 

 annually increasing numbers of licenses 
 annually increasing numbers of visitors 
 continuously improved accessibility, usability and data quality 
 and a working business model, experience proofed – for both partners! 

Important: One of the key attribute of the cooperation of Oldenbourg and AHF has always 
been the focus and the immediate reaction on technical changes and the search for adequate 
and user-orientated solutions for this special format of publication: from print only to print 
and CD to print and online. 

Chart 6 
The following statements are based on a recent evaluation with google analytics.  
Traffic sources have changed significantly: 

 Access via google and referring sites (www.oldenbourg-verlag.de) +123%   
which is also an effect of our intensive SEO activities during the last year   

 Access via DBIS (the libraries gateway for digital content) +35%  
 Direct access +75%  
 number of visitors rising: better visibility  
 bounce rate rising (divergence loss by users finding themselves on a not wanted page) 
 Less pages per visit – this can positively be interpreted as better usability and/or more 

familiar users 
Sinking print sales: we do have no quick explanation for this phenomenon – perhaps in parts a 
“clean your shelf” effect in the libraries. But: sinking royalty earnings endanger the 
publishers’ business model and the economic base of the AHF.  

Chart 7 
Just to remind you of the external conditions for the transformation process: 

 Political decision making towards open access in and aside – or as some say: against – 
the academic publishing world as we all knew it 

 Technical changes and new opportunities connected to the information technologies 
 Changes in user habits and in particular changes in students’ access to knowledge. 

You all know the digital natives’ slogan: “We want everything, everywhere, every 
time - and we want it for free.” 

Chart 8 
This is a very important point. If the PPP agreement can be seen as the ignition for 
transforming; the German Research Foundations funding grant then is the lift-off to the 
process of realisation. Funding by the German Research Foundation for a three year term 
gives support to AHF and its partners and the Publishing House to realize next steps forward. 

Chart 9 
Sustainability remains as the main challenge: state funding is terminated, license fees are 
terminated too, if the partners don’t succeed in developing a fusion of paid and free access 
content. But as both is bound together – as there is no HBO without one of the partners, and 
as both partners are working in networks of well established competence on their respective 
fields, striving for sustainability of course is the common goal. 
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Chart 10 
Given that Open Access in this context has at least four core challenges – visibility, quality 
(of data, content, usability and so on), reputation (of stakeholders) and sustainability and 
financing – one could be apt to say that transforming a well established, reputable high quality 
product like the HBO for a superior target group of academic researchers from subscription to 
Open Access seems to be a low risk operation as long as the branding – that is: the 
cooperating partners –  don’t change. But there is one risk that no one should underestimate: 
the unresolved substitution of subscription revenues.  
 
So if we conclude we have to admit that from the Publishers point of view there can be no 
such antagonism of license fee versus open access. The simple truth remains that there ain’t 
no such thing as a free lunch. Someone has to pay for qualifying and for high quality 
publishing services – and the challenge for both partners is to come to a balance of funds and 
requirements: to meet the demands of the users and to secure sustainability.  
Just now, with the funding granted only weeks ago, we are facing two years of creative work 
to find solutions. And to be honest: the preconditions could easily be imagined far worse. We 
have a powerful partnership with a strong mutual commitment. To quote Christoph 
Cornelissen in his last years proceeding: The signal word is cooperation. And let me add: We 
do know what we are talking about, with three decades of common working for the 
Historische Bibliographie. 
 
Thank you for your attention. 
 


