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Walk into any library acquisition meeting today, and there’s one thing you’ll hear time and again: data

is everything. As digital content offerings increase at lightning speed, libraries are demanding more

than just promises or glowing sales pitches, they want proof. Specifically, they want reliable,

standardized, and transparent metrics to justify each dollar spent on e-books, journals, and digital

resources. In this landscape, COUNTER compliance stands out as the gold standard for publishers.

For small and medium-sized publishers, mastering COUNTER and related library standards isn’t

simply a technical task or a box to check. Today, COUNTER compliance is directly linked to

publisher credibility, long-term relationships with libraries, and a business’s very ability to thrive in a

competitive market. This comprehensive guide breaks down what COUNTER means for your

publishing business, why it matters more than ever, and how leveraging compliance can drive both

trust and revenue.

1. COUNTER Unveiled – What It Is and Why It Matters

COUNTER, short for “Counting Online Usage of NeTworked Electronic Resources,” emerged in the

early 2000s to bring order to what was a chaotic world of digital content measurement. The

motivation was simple: libraries needed a way to review and compare usage data across platforms,

while publishers required a credible system to demonstrate the real value of their digital resources.

Today, COUNTER is the global benchmark for usage statistics in academic publishing. Its

importance goes far beyond simply counting downloads or page views. COUNTER provides a

detailed set of rules for exactly how, when, and what to count, ensuring every report is consistent,

credible, and comparable. For decision-makers in the academic world, where every purchase must

be clearly justified, this rigor is invaluable. Libraries working within tight budgets depend on

COUNTER data to inform purchasing, while publishers rely on the standard to showcase their



impact.

Why does COUNTER compliance matter so much? First, it builds immediate credibility. It signals to

librarians and institutional buyers that you’re dedicated to transparency and quality. Second,

standardized metrics make it possible for libraries to evaluate and compare resources efficiently.

Most importantly, COUNTER is often a mandatory requirement in tenders and RFPs, a lack of

compliance can quickly disqualify a publisher from consideration.

2. How to Achieve COUNTER Compliance – Core Requirements

COUNTER compliance isn’t achieved overnight. The latest standard, Release 5, has raised the bar

with more streamlined yet rigorous requirements for reporting usage.

To become COUNTER-compliant, publishers must focus on several key areas:

Standardized Reports: Release 5 mandates a suite of specific reports—Journal Reports (JR),

Book Reports (BR), Database Reports (DR), and Platform Reports (PR). Each requires

precision in tracking downloads, views, searches, turnaways, and more.

Automated Data Sharing: Via the SUSHI protocol (Standardized Usage Statistics Harvesting

Initiative), libraries can automate the retrieval of usage reports. Today, automation is not just

preferable, it’s expected.

Meaningful Metrics: Libraries look for accurate tracking of unique items requested,

investigations (browsing), access denials, and both open-access and paywalled content.

Robust Documentation: Every aspect of your data collection and reporting processes should

be transparent, documented, and regularly reviewed. Maintaining data integrity is a

baseline—errors can cost years of hard-earned trust in a single audit.

COUNTER compliance is ultimately about integrating a culture of accurate tracking, reporting, and

transparency across your business, not just meeting technical specifications.

3. Beyond COUNTER – Meeting Broader Library Expectations

COUNTER may be foundational, but it’s just the start. Today’s libraries are evaluating publishers

against a much broader set of expectations.

Accessibility is now non-negotiable. Whether it’s US ADA requirements, the EU’s EN 301 549, or

global standards like the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG), libraries insist on content

and platforms that are fully usable for all patrons, regardless of ability. Any barriers result in lost

opportunities.

Data privacy is another hot-button issue. Libraries, often under institutional and regulatory scrutiny,

demand assurances that personal data is protected. Compliance with GDPR and similar regulations

is essential; usage reporting must never compromise user privacy.

Interoperability has also become a must. If your platform doesn’t integrate smoothly with library

systems, using standards like OpenURL, KBART, and authentication through Shibboleth or similar

protocols, you’ll find it much harder to win new customers or increase adoption.
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Increasingly, libraries are also looking beyond technical standards to the deeper values of their

content partners. Ethical data practices, environmental impact, and a demonstrated commitment to

diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) can all sway buying decisions. For publishers, aligning

operations with these values is an investment in long-term loyalty.

4. Why Compliance Matters for Your Business

Taking standards seriously isn’t just about rules; it’s a smart business move. Meeting COUNTER

helps you stand out in a competitive market. Many libraries and big groups require it before they

even consider working with you. If you’re not compliant, you might get disqualified immediately.

Beyond that, the data from COUNTER reports helps libraries show the value of their investments to

teachers, administrators, and funders. When publishers provide clear, trustworthy reports, they

become trusted partners.

Plus, publishers who meet library standards often get longer contracts and new opportunities first.

For example, a small UK publisher improved their market share quickly after becoming COUNTER-

compliant and focusing on accessibility. Meanwhile, competitors who didn’t prioritize these standards

were ignored, even if their content was similar.

5. Overcoming Implementation Hurdles

Of course, making the leap to full compliance is not without challenges.

Many publishers grapple with legacy systems that lack comprehensive tracking, or with piecemeal

datasets that resist easy integration. Technical missteps can result in inaccurate reporting or even

failed audits.

Staying current is another persistent challenge. When COUNTER evolved from Release 4 to

Release 5, it required sweeping platform changes. The industry will continue to evolve, making

process agility and ongoing compliance investments essential.

Talent and culture are often overlooked but crucial pieces of the puzzle. Your whole team, from

editorial to sales to IT, needs to understand compliance requirements and the value they bring. The

most successful publishing teams internalize compliance into daily operations rather than leaving it to

their technology staff alone.

6. Selecting Technology and Partners for Success

Should you build your own solution or partner with a specialist? This is a pressing question,

especially for smaller publishers with limited resources.

Building in-house offers flexibility, but few publishers have the technical expertise, bandwidth, or up-

to-date knowledge to maintain robust compliance independently. That’s why many opt to work with

expert vendors or COUNTER-certified analytics platforms.

The right partner not only delivers out-of-the-box compliance but also brings:
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Ongoing validation and support for new COUNTER releases.

Robust APIs and SUSHI integration to keep libraries’ workloads light.

Scalable architectures to accommodate usage spikes and more content.

Responsive customer support and transparent upgrade roadmaps.

Popular solutions like Scholarly iQ, HighWire, or COUNTER-compliant modules from established

digital suites offer strong foundations, but don’t base your decision on features alone. Evaluate their

track record for reliability, customer service, and adaptability to your growing business.

7. How Open Access Changes the Game for COUNTER

Open Access (OA) is changing how publishers use COUNTER data. When your income depends

more on how many people use your content than on subscriptions, showing your impact with clear,

standard numbers is essential.

COUNTER data helps demonstrate how widely your content is read, including open-access

materials. Many funders and institutions now ask for this kind of proof as part of their support.

But OA also means you need to look at new kinds of data. Traditional COUNTER metrics like

“turnaways” (people who try to access content but can’t) are less useful when content is openly

available. Instead, focus on engagement—how often content is downloaded, shared, or viewed

worldwide. The latest Release 5 offers new metrics designed for these needs, but it’s important to set

up reporting carefully.

Some leading OA publishers, like PLOS, use COUNTER data effectively to show the reach and

impact of their content, helping attract more authors and funding.

8. Staying Ahead with Evolving Library Standards

Standards and expectations from libraries are changing fast. To stay competitive, publishers need

flexible technology and a culture that values compliance and continuous improvement.

What’s coming? Expect more focus on diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI); like understanding who

is using your content, from where, and in what ways. Libraries also want better data visuals,

dashboards, and “altmetrics” (alternative impact measures) that show the full value of collections.

To keep up, regularly review your processes, participate in industry groups, and train your staff.

Staying adaptable will help your publishing business grow in this changing landscape.

9. Fast-Track to COUNTER Compliance – Your Action Plan

Ready to make your move? Here’s a clear, actionable path to COUNTER compliance:

1. Complete an audit of your current reporting capabilities, tracking data collection, report formats,

automation protocols, and documentation.
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2. Conduct a gap analysis; compare your output against Release 5 and note any discrepancies,

both technical and operational.

3. Choose your technology pathway, whether improving internally or partnering with a COUNTER-

certified vendor.

4. Implement upgrades, improve workflows, and prioritize staff training. Run thorough tests with

real library users to iron out issues.

5. Seek COUNTER certification if you want an external mark of credibility, highly recommended.

6. Communicate proactively with library partners, sharing new capabilities, training resources, and

personal support.

7. Schedule routine compliance reviews and stay engaged with industry communities to track

evolving standards.

There’s an abundance of resources available, from the official COUNTER website to webinars and

active industry forums. Most importantly, invite feedback from your library partners, they’ll provide

direction and keep you aligned with what matters most.

Call to Action

The world of library partnerships is moving fast. For publishers committed to meeting standards like

COUNTER, the benefits are huge: more trust, better relationships, bigger contracts, and a stronger

business.

Start with the right tools and expert advice. Build your reputation, demonstrate your value, and set

your business up for long-term success.
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