
OpenAthens or Shibboleth: Which
Authentication Solution Fits Your Digital
Publishing Needs?
For digital publishing managers, how users access your content isn’t just a minor detail; it’s at the

core of a modern journal or eBook platform. As libraries, research groups, and university presses

push more content online, authentication becomes a key part of the experience. It’s not only vital for

compliance and gaining useful data but also for helping your publishing business grow

internationally, make reporting easier, and keep up with industry changes, all without adding extra

hassle for your readers or your team.

At the heart of this space are OpenAthens and Shibboleth, two top providers of federated identity

management. Both offer secure, single sign-on access for books and journals, but they do it

differently, and those differences can really matter for publishers. Knowing what sets them apart can

help you make smarter choices as you grow digitally.

Why Federated Authentication Matters in Book and Journal Platforms

Here’s the basics: federated authentication lets students, researchers, and librarians log in to your

platform using their existing campus or organization credentials. It’s not just easier, it’s a game-

changer for expanding digital access.

With this system, you reduce password overload, cut down helpdesk calls, and let users move

smoothly between different content types, eJournals, eBooks, even older materials, without needing

to log in again and again. For publishers, federated access means less manual work setting up

accounts, better control over who can see what, and easier compliance with standards like

COUNTER (usage stats), KBART (holdings info), and OAI-PMH (metadata sharing).

Imagine launching a new journal across multiple universities in different countries. Without federated

login, managing separate logins or IP addresses for each one becomes a logistical headache, and a



barrier to attracting new library customers. With federated authentication, your platform becomes

more appealing, easier to run, and ready to grow without headaches.

Shibboleth: Open-Source Backbone of Academic Authentication

Many in academic publishing know Shibboleth well. It’s an open-source tool built by the community,

based on the SAML standard, a common way for institutions to share authentication info securely.

Shibboleth is popular because it’s free, works with most universities worldwide, and is trusted for

protecting user privacy. To use it, you typically set up a SAML-compliant system on your platform,

allowing users to log in through their university’s login system. The process verifies their identity

locally, sharing only the necessary details with you, keeping data safe.

But there’s a catch: setting up Shibboleth can be tricky, especially for smaller publishers without a big

IT team. Configuring SAML, sorting out metadata issues, or customizing for complex libraries often

needs technical know-how. You’ll also need ongoing maintenance and updates, which might mean

hiring outside help or having a dedicated IT staff.

For organizations with strong IT resources or those connected to research consortia, Shibboleth

offers full control, stability, and support for future standards, all at a low recurring cost. Many top STM

publishers and university presses depend on it.

OpenAthens: Streamlining Authentication for Modern Publishers

OpenAthens is a commercial platform designed to make federated access simple for digital content

providers. Built on the same SAML technology as Shibboleth, it’s a cloud-based, subscription service

focused on ease of use and flexibility.

For publishers, this means you can connect quickly to major journal and book platforms without deep

technical work. No complex setups or tricky configurations. Plus, a support team is there to help you

get started and handle any issues, great for growing publishers or teams with limited IT resources.

One feature that really stands out is its admin console. It’s easy for non-technical staff to manage

access: see which institutions are active, update user rights, and view usage reports all in one

intuitive dashboard. For publishers with diverse content — like eBooks, preprints, or textbooks,

OpenAthens handles complex access needs smoothly and efficiently.

Interoperability is also a strong point. It integrates easily with library systems, discovery tools, and

metadata services like CrossRef and KBART. With automated updates and a focus on evolving

library needs, OpenAthens is ready for rapid growth and new content formats.

OpenAthens vs. Shibboleth: What’s at Stake for Publishers?

With both platforms ticking off “secure, federated authentication” on your requirements list, which one

fits your publishing workflow, business goals, and user expectations?

Consider these core criteria:
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Ease of Implementation: Shibboleth offers unbeatable licensing economics but demands a

DIY approach to integration, customization, and support. It’s ideal for those with internal SAML

expertise. OpenAthens, on the other hand, gets your platform up and running fast, thanks to

managed onboarding and ongoing customer service, a compelling edge for publishers looking

to move quickly.

Metadata and Standards Integration: Both solutions speak the language of modern academic

publishing: COUNTER, KBART, and OAI-PMH are fully supported. However, OpenAthens

excels at automating metadata flows and integrating with third-party systems, vital for

publishers juggling frequent content updates and multi-format portfolios.

Reporting and Analytics: Both support COUNTER-compliant usage data, but OpenAthens’

dashboards offer immediate, readable insights for commercial and editorial teams. That can

make a real difference when demonstrating value to libraries, negotiating renewals, or building

new business models.

Platform Compatibility: Shibboleth wins on global reach and institutional integration, but

OpenAthens’ partnerships and focus on interoperability can shorten launch timelines and

future-proof your offering.

How to Choose: Decision Points for Digital Publishing Managers

There’s no one-size-fits-all answer, but a simple framework can help:

Cost and Support Balance: Shibboleth may be right if you’re cost-conscious and have IT

specialists who can “own” the system. For teams favoring simplicity and comprehensive

support, OpenAthens’ subscription fee can pay for itself in time saved and headaches avoided.

Scalability and Future Flexibility: For publishers anticipating rapid growth, shifting business

models, or frequent metadata changes, OpenAthens’ cloud-based design offers nimble

adaptability, letting you scale or pivot without heavy technical lift.

Access Models and Reporting: Both platforms handle fine-grained entitlements, hybrid

access, and compliance with publishing standards. OpenAthens, however, allows for more

granular, hands-on management, ideal for publishers with diverse or evolving content offers.

Community and Innovation: Shibboleth brings a robust global user community, open

development, and technical transparency, perfect for those who want total control. OpenAthens

delivers dedicated, responsive support and a proactive approach to new features and industry

trends.

Is Your Digital Publishing Platform Ready?

In a world where seamless access, security, and actionable analytics drive publisher-library

relationships, your authentication strategy is more than just a technical afterthought, it’s your gateway

to growth. Whether you lean into Shibboleth’s open-source stability or OpenAthens’ managed, user-

friendly power, making a thoughtful, future-ready choice will set your book or journal hosting platform

apart.
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Curious which model best fits your publishing ambitions, or whether a hybrid solution could provide

the best of both worlds? Now is the time to ensure your readers, librarians, and institutional partners

get the smooth, compliant access they expect, and the usage insights your business requires.

For more information, contact sabineguerry@cloudpublish.co.uk

Book a Demo

Phone…………………………………………………….+44 203 0313 866

Mail……….…………………………sabineguerry@cloudpublish.co.uk

Share your thoughts or follow us
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