
Izumi Sugita, “What is "Institutional repository"?: experiences as a person in charge of NII 

and university.” Bulletin of the Japan Association of Agricultural Librarians and 

Information Specialists (149), 10-18, 2008-03 (English translation version) 

 

1 

 

What is “Institutional Repository”? 

- Experiences as a person in charge of NII and university - 

 

Izumi Sugita* 

 

1. Introduction 

 

At the end of November 2007, Open DOAR
1
, a global directory of institutional repositories 

(hereinafter “IRs”) announced that the number of its registrants exceeded one thousand. At this time, 

Japanese IRs registered in OpenDOAR counted 66, which was 4
th
 after US, Germany and England 

(see figure 1). 

In recent years, we often hear active discussion related to IRs particularly in university settings
2
, 

and increasingly more IRs seem to be constructed and launched. Well then, what is an institutional 

repository? I used to be a member of an IR development team in a university, and currently, I am in 

charge of supporting IR development as a staff member of the National Institute of Informatics (NII). 

Based on these experiences and standpoint, here, I would like to explain the benefits of IR and the 

role of the library. I hope this would be of some help for those who are going to be involved in an IR 

in the future.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Number of repositories by country 

Source: OpenDOAR: Directory of Open Access Repositories 

http://www.opendoar.org/  (referred date: 2008/1/10) 
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2. Academic Information Infrastructure in NII 

 

Before we go into the main subject, I would like to briefly introduce the missions and operations 

of NII. NII is engaged in “research & education” and “project operation” as its two pillars. Its 

mission in “research & education” is “to advance integrated research and development in the field of 

informatics”, and the aim of its project operations is “to promote the Cyber Science Infrastructure for 

dissemination of academic information”.   

 

1) Cyber Science Infrastructure and Next Generation Academic Information Infrastructure   

  One of our latest priority projects is the “Cyber Science Infrastructure (CSI)
3
” which aims to build 

an “Innovative academic-information infrastructure that incorporates and utilizes the scientific 

facilities and research results from universities and research institutions - such as supercomputers, 

scientific software, resources and databases, and human resources - over a super highspeed 

network.” CSI is a comprehensive scheme that involves not only academic information 

infrastructure development, but the construction of a nationwide network, development of an 

authentication system and linkage software, as well as human resource development. 

  The three aims of NII academic information infrastructure development projects are “to add value 

and transmit the information produced by the academic community”, “to secure, form and provide 

the information required by the academic community” and “to promote close collaboration with 

universities and other academic institutions and academic societies”. NII conducts various 

collaborative projects as listed below.  

 

(a) Collaboration with academic societies 

– Electronic Library Service (NII-ELS) and NII Scholarly and Academic Information Navigator 

(CiNii) (provides retrieval service and full-text articles of domestic journals)   

– International Scholarly Communication Initiative (SPARC Japan) 

– Academic Society HomeVillage (disseminates scholarly information relating to Japanese academic 

societies over the internet) 

(b) Collaboration with university libraries 

– NACSIS-CAT (development of a union catalog database system) and ILL (promotion of 

interlibrary loan) (Webcat, WebcatPlus)  

– Promoting transmission of information from academic institutions: 

Supporting digitization of research bulletins and NII Institutional Repositories Program   

 

2) NII Scholarly and Academic Information Portal  

The academic information developed under the above listed collaborative projects are then 
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provided via the “NII Scholarly and Academic Information Portal (GeNii)
4
”, which is a gateway and 

an integrated retrieval system for end users to search and access academic information. Among the 

various components/services provided by GeNii, CiNii (NII Scholarly and Academic Information 

Navigator)
5
 is one of the largest databases in Japan that incorporates approximately 12 million 

articles, mainly academic dissertations and theses. Access to full text documents is possible with 2.9 

million of the 12 million articles. In viewing paid contents, however, the user must register (includes 

institutional fixed-price users). Since April 2007, when CiNii became searchable via Google, the 

number of downloads has doubled and it increasingly enjoys a reputation as a highly effective access 

tool to academic information.    

 

 

3. Institutional repositories 

 

Now let us enter the main subject. As I mentioned in section 2 - 1) NII has been carrying out the 

NII Institutional Repositories Program in collaboration with university libraries as part of the Next 

Generation Academic Information Infrastructure projects. 

IRs are sometimes referred to as “academic institutional repositories”. A definition of “institutional 

repositories” by Clifford A. Lynch was cited in a leaflet produced by NII. Lynch defines an IR as “a 

set of services that a university offers to the members of its community for the management and 

dissemination of digital materials created by the institution and its community members” (Lynch, 

2003)
6
. There are many definitions to what an IR is, but they all seem to share the idea of “a digital 

archive system established by universities and other research institutions to collect, accumulate, 

preserve and freely disseminate, in an electronic form, the intellectual products of the institution”. 

IRs play an integral role in scholarly communication and showcase the research/education activities 

of the institution by distributing various materials free of charge (Figure 2).  
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Figure 2: Conceptual diagram of an IR 

 

 

1) Strategic positioning of IRs 

A position paper released by SPARC, Raym Crow (2002)
7
, is said to have played a large role in 

establishing the term “institutional repository” and spreading its concept. Two directions to position 

IRs were presented in this paper: (a) driving reform of the scholarly communication system; and (b) 

increasing the institution‟s social and public value. These two have originated from separate contexts, 

causing variations in positioning and methodology among different IRs
8
.  

 

(a) Driving reform of the scholarly communication system   

This positions IRs as part of the open access movement for academic works.  

  Since the 1980s, with the rising prices of foreign academic journals, many institutions became 

unable to afford continued subscription of journals. This in turn caused further rise to subscription 

pricing, creating a vicious cycle, and eventually leading to a so called “serials crisis” of scholarly 

communication
9
. This serials crisis greatly affected the users of the scholarly communication system, 

that is, the researchers. As the readers of academic works, they were unable to access necessary 

resources, and as the authors of academic works, they were unable to reach a wide audience, which 

reduced the impact of their research. This situation, along with the increase of electronic journals 

since the 1990s, led to the propagation of the open access movement in which researchers resumed 

control over scholarly communication again by electronically distributing their own works to reach 

the readers. There are several ways to realize open access
10

, and IR is one of them. In such context, 



Izumi Sugita, “What is "Institutional repository"?: experiences as a person in charge of NII 

and university.” Bulletin of the Japan Association of Agricultural Librarians and 

Information Specialists (149), 10-18, 2008-03 (English translation version) 

 

5 

 

the most important content type of an IR would be journal articles because the primary mission of an 

IR is to make available free of charge those articles that had originally been inaccessible without 

paying expensive subscription fees. Many overseas academic journals permit IRs to archive the 

author final version
11

 and some academic societies (e.g. IEEE, APS) even allow archiving the 

publisher version of the articles published in their journals.  

 

(b) Increasing the institution‟s social and public value 

  Meanwhile IRs not only collect published academic dissertations but also other diverse types of 

content, including preprints, technical reports, articles appearing in research bulletins, conference 

presentation materials, publicly funded research reports, academic degree theses, learning materials 

and various data. Unlike the context described in (a), these diverse contents are collected as the 

responsibility of the university for accumulating, preserving and distributing the various products of 

the university‟s research and education activities. IRs can also be deemed as a publication tool. In 

this context, as well as journal articles, degree theses that have been lagging behind in digitalization, 

research reports funded by public grants (e.g. Grants-in Aid for Scientific Research) and bulletin 

articles can also be considered important content types. In addition, statistics show that learning 

materials are among the most often used contents.  

 

Each institution shall determine the policy for which content type to prioritize in content collection, 

in line with its own strategic positioning of the IR. NII is now conducting a survey on content input 

(what types of content have been accumulated) and output (what types of content are used by whom 

and how often) status of IRs to inform the development of content creation strategies by individual 

institutions. 

 

2) Differences with conventional websites and digital libraries 

We are often asked the question, “If the purpose of an IR is „to collect, accumulate, preserve and 

freely disseminate intellectual products in an electronic form‟ it would be easier to simply publish 

research outputs on the university website, rather than building an IR. Contents of university 

websites can be searched via Google. Wouldn‟t that be good enough?” Here, I would like to explain 

the difference between IRs and conventional websites or digital libraries, from the perspectives of 

content and system requirements. 

 

(a) Content  

  As we saw in section 1) “Strategic positioning of IRs”, IRs collect various types of content. What 

they all have in common is that IRs archive the products of the institution and not the possessions of 

the institution. Conventional digital libraries consist mainly of digitized possessions of the library 
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whose copyright has already expired, such as rare books. In contrast, IRs capture materials that are 

“born digital”, they try to capture the outputs of research and education activities the moment they 

are produced so that they won‟t get scattered and lost. In many cases, however, past publications are 

also digitized and archived to ensure the completeness of the IR. In actual development of an IR, it is 

important to progress with both the “digitization of printed material” and “capture of born-digital 

material” in a balanced manner.       

 

(b) System requirements 

  With conventional digital libraries, users need to go to the library‟s website to search and access 

individual content items. Whereas IRs are built as easily accessible, open systems, in which 

individual content items can be located directly from external search engines. To enable this, IRs 

need to support the “OAI-PMH protocol” and “metadata format (transmission by Simple Dublin 

Core is indispensable)”
12

.  

  Contents of IRs are archived with metadata (i.e. bibliographic information) added to the main 

body of the article (in formats such as PDF or Word file). Of course, it can be crawled from Google 

or Google Scholar, in addition, by using the OAI-PMH protocol, metadata of individual IRs (data 

providers) can be harvested by search engines that can search IRs (service providers). The world‟s 

largest institutional repository search engine is OAIster
13

. In Japan, NII JuNii+
14

 is under pilot 

operation, with 230,000 searchable records from 50 institutions, as of mid-January 2007. 

  The “de facto standard” format for metadata used in Japanese IRs is junii2
15

, developed and 

released by NII. Harvesting from JuNii+ will become possible by supporting junii2. This metadata 

format has the advantage of allowing for detailed description of bibliographic information. Among 

the various contents archived in IRs, metadata on academic articles will become searchable from 

CiNii. This is expected to boost accessibility from CiNii to full text articles, further enhancing 

usability for end users (see figure 3).     
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Figure 3: Basic concept of system collaboration 

 

  Moreover, individual institutions will be able to secure future access to its contents by responsibly 

maintaining the system / contents and giving a permanent URL to each content item. As described 

above, in comparison to institutional websites and conventional digital libraries, IRs are 

characterized by their interoperability of contents, wide visibility, and stability that can be further 

upgraded in the future.  

 

3) Benefits of an IR   

There are various aspects to the benefits an IR can bring, depending on the beneficiary, as 

described below. 

 

(a) Benefits for researchers 

Allows researchers to effectively transmit research outputs and gain visibility which may lead to 

increased citation.   

(b) Benefits for the university 

Allows universities to achieve accountability and contribute to the local and international 

communities. May enhance brand value.  

(c) Benefits for society 

Bridges the digital divide by providing relatively easy access to scholarly and academic 
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information. May lead to discovery of seeds for community reactivation and industry-academic 

collaboration. 

(d) Benefits for the library 

IRs can be seen as an extended function of the conventional library whose role is to “collect, 

organize, preserve and provide academic information required by users”. IRs may also serve to 

increase the significance of libraries through deepened commitment to researchers and 

contribution to scholarly communication.  

 

  The importance of the development of IRs has been clearly stated as a national level strategy in 

“Ideal Ways of Scholarly Information Infrastructures in the future”
16

 a report published in March 

2006 by the Working Group on Scientific Information Infrastructure, Subdivision on Science, 

Council for Science and Technology. The report states “Japanese universities need to actively pursue 

the construction of institutional repositories ... to vitalize research and education activities and to 

promote the distribution of academic information in Japan” adding that “it is the responsibility of the 

Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology to support such undertakings” and 

that “university libraries are expected to play a central role in the construction and operation of 

institutional repositories.” 

 

4) Steps for the development of an IR: from my own experiences in Mie University 

In the development of an IR, it is essential to ensure commitment from the university as a whole. 

Although the library will play a central role in the actual construction and operation of an IR, the 

project needs to be positioned as part of the university‟s strategy in order to effectively collect 

contents and secure resources for sustained operation.   

  In the case of Mie University, we started out with a top-down approach and promoted the IR 

project among management levels to gain endorsement from the university. In the next step, we took 

contact with individual researchers to find out about the actual needs of the users (i.e. the 

contributors/authors and readers of the contents) and facilitate content collection. At first, in 

February 2006, the University Library Director obtained approval from the Management Board for 

IR development and a budget of 1 million yen for the introduction of a pilot system. We applied for 

the CSI-commissioned project and were adopted as one of the FY 2006 projects. In fall, the library 

staff was given 5 minutes to make a brief presentation on our project at the university Council on 

Research and Education. There, the President commented “This is a great project, and I think you 

should make a presentation at faculty meetings.” Thus we got a chance to present our project to each 

of the faculty meetings. We released the system for trial use in November, and then made a 

10-minute presentation and demonstration at faculty meetings followed by a brief Q&A session. The 

most important point in promotion activities is to specifically explain the benefits relevant to the 
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target audience to pave the path to the next step. As I mentioned in section (3), management level 

and individual researchers have different interests, and their preferences as well as interests may also 

vary depending on their discipline. In our presentation for the faculty meeting
17

, we highlighted the 

following three points: the benefits for faculty members (increase of impact of research outputs); 

how to use the IR (emphasize how easy it is); and future plans (e.g. collaboration with faculty 

database which will enable laborsaving). We also took into consideration the difference in scholarly 

communication between the disciplines. As a result, our presentation received a loud applause and 

the following question and answer session was active. This, however, does not immediately lead to 

provision of contents widely from the faculty. Only a few members of the faculty contacted us after 

the presentation. We did our best to meet their needs to satisfy these few people and gradually 

increased the number of content contributors in a grass-roots manner. At the same time, we 

established a rule requiring digital submission of degree theses and publicly funded research reports. 

We also specified an application format for registration in the IR. It is critical to collaborate with 

related administrative departments of the university (such as the research support department in 

charge of supporting Grants in Aid researches, department of academic affairs that handles student 

degree theses, the department responsible of faculty database management and public relations in 

charge of the university's website) as well as the faculty members in order to position the 

development of IR as a university wide project.  

  The most rewarding moment I experienced while working on the development of Mie 

University‟s IR was when a researcher came to us and said “I‟m so delighted that people around the 

world can access my work for free. My peers in South-East Asia can‟t afford to subscribe to a digital 

journal. There are many people who can‟t. I‟d be more than happy to participate in this” and 

provided more than 100 dissertations. Another time, a professor in human arts offered “Please 

incorporate all the back numbers of our research bulletin in the IR. All processing of the copy rights 

are done, so don‟t mind about it, and you can cut it up because we‟ll provide the whole set.” So, we 

received many positive responses including consultations. There was another professor who came to 

ask if it would be possible to publish a commemorative collection of papers in the IR, because he 

was going to retire the next year.   

  On the other hand, the bitterest experience we had was when one of the papers provided by a 

researcher was a journal article that had been published in a journal that had a policy to “permit 

archiving in IRs only of pre-refereed versions”. The author didn‟t want to publish the pre-refereed 

version. He said “I‟ve heard that although in many cases you can‟t use the printed version, more than 

90% of the publishers allow IR archiving of peer-reviewed, final version of the author.” We couldn‟t 

include the paper in question, and this researcher seemed to have been very much discouraged. To 

publish an article in an IR free of charge, it is essential to confirm the copyright owner and their 

copyright policies (in many cases, the publisher or the academic society holds the copyright). These 
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information can be found in the SHERPA/RoMEO
18

 (global database of publisher copyright 

policies) and SCPJ
19

 (focusing on Japanese academic societies). Copyright policies are categorized 

as follows: 

(a) Green: Permits archiving of pre-print and post-print versions in IRs  

(b) Blue: Permits archiving of post-print versions only (can be regarded as “Green” in the broad 

sense) 

(c) Yellow: Permits archiving of pre-print versions only (can be regarded as “Green” in the broad 

sense) 

(d) White: Does not permit any versions 

(e) Gray: Others 

 

(a), (b) and (c) of the above are together called “Green journals”, which account for more than 

90% of the publishers listed in SHERPA/RoMEO. In the fields of physics and economics, 

researchers have traditionally published pre-refereed papers on pre-print servers. In other fields, 

however, researchers are not accustomed to publishing pr-refereed versions of their papers (as in the 

case of “Yellow” journals) and often resist doing so.  

There was a somewhat happy ending to the bitter experience I mentioned earlier.   It turned out 

that the researcher who couldn‟t publish his paper in our IR was the head of an editorial board of an 

academic society journal. He later came to us and said “we have adopted a policy to permit archiving 

of our articles in IRs.” There are many journals in Japan that have not yet decided on their policy 

towards IRs. This is hindering the progress of IR content growth. I learned that through commitment 

with the various needs of individual researchers, you can find out about the many aspects of 

researcher needs you had never realized before. Expansion of IR content requires thorough 

understanding of such researcher needs, and at the same time, content creation for IRs needs to 

develop into a nationwide movement involving all constituents of the academic community.   

 

5) Supports provided for IR creation: NII Institutional Repositories Program 

Following the Institutional Repository Portal Project conducted in FY 2004, NII engaged 19 

institutions on a CSI-commissioned project basis from FY 2005. Selection of projects was based on 

the institution‟s existing achievements in IR construction and operation and whether the project was 

a university-wide plan or not. Project scope was expanded for FY 2006-2007 CSI-commissioned 

projects. Based on the two main purposes of “developing IRs across Japan” and “further advancing 

IRs”, an open call for applications was made under two categories: Area 1 “Construction and 

operation of IRs”, and Area 2 “Advanced research and development on IRs”. In FY 2007, 70 

institutions were commissioned in Area 1, and 14 projects in Area 2. As a result, the number of IRs 

in Japan has been steadily growing to date.  
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Figure 4: Increasing of Number of Institutional Repositories in Japan 

 

  It should be noted here that the number of IR releases other than those of commissioned projects 

is growing. This means that more and more institutions are now building self-financed repositories 

on their own without the help of publicly offered commissioning, which can perhaps be seen as the 

ripple effect of the success of commissioned projects. Based on the outcomes of the projects up to 

FY 2007, a new period starting from FY 2008 was aimed at the following two purposes: “Further 

expanding IRs and creating content” and “Building new services through collaboration among IRs”. 

An open call was announced for applications to Period 2 CSI-commissioned projects for the two 

years period from FY 2008 to FY 2009. 

  As part of the Institutional Repositories Program, NII is working on three other areas to support 

IR development in parallel with CSI-commissioned projects. For detailed information, please refer to 

our website
20

.   

(a) Expanding IR Content: 

- Provision of research bulletin articles (metadata + text (PDF file)) 

- Comprehensive licensing of Japanese academic journal articles to IRs, Information provision to 

SCPJ 

- Recommending SPARC partner journals to take an “IR friendly policy” 

(b) Collaboration among systems: 

- Development of a standard metadata format: release of junii2 
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- IR portal: development and launch of JuNii+ 

(c) Development of an IR community: 

- Sponsoring training sessions, exchange meetings and workshops for those engaged in academic 

portals 

- Providing support for DRF (Digital Repository Federation) 

 

“Digital Repository Federation (DRF)”
21

 is one of the CSI-commissioned projects in Area 2. It 

operates a Wiki and a mailing list for sharing information on open access movements and 

institutional repositories. DRF also organizes workshops and symposiums to promote IR 

development in Japan. Open discussions are held in this community on common issues from system 

development to content collection and promotional activities, and know-how accumulated by 

pioneering institutions is being shared. If you are planning to be engaged in the development of an 

IR, it is strongly recommended to contact DRF for information and to participate in DRF activities.   

Increasingly more vendors are providing integrated library systems with an IR function 

incorporated in the package. This is also contributing to lowering the hurdle for IR creation. We hear 

cases of universities launching IRs with the replacement of the library system.  

 

5. Future prospects     

  IRs are characterized by their high interoperability. Therefore, joint development of a subject 

repository can be very effective, particularly among universities and institutions in the fields of 

agriculture, forestry and fisheries research. JASI (database developed by the Agriculture, Forestry 

and Fisheries Research Information Center) now supports harvesting of metadata by OAI-PMH, and 

materials archived in AGROLib will be given metadata based on junii2 for research reports from 

each institution published in FY2007 and later. Smaller institutions that have difficulties in 

constructing IRs of their own may choose to build a shared repository among multiple 

institutions in the same region or research field, as an effective alternative to constructing 

separate IRs. 

  As I already mentioned in section 3-3) (d) “Benefits for the library”, IRs can be seen as an 

extended function of the conventional library whose role is to “collect, organize, preserve and 

provide academic information required by users”. If scholarly information available online 

increases through the development of IRs, then library services such as ILL and document 

delivery for delivering information the users need will also see some change. Furthermore, some 

institutions are using their IR as platforms for research bulletin publication, and some have 

successfully linked faculty database with their IR. Against such a background, it is becoming 

more and more important for libraries to together build a collaborative relationship with a view 

to the entire system of scholarly communication (see figure 5).      
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Figure 5: Collaborative system connecting universities/institutions, NII, academic 

societies/publishers 

 

  We should take this as an opportunity for libraries to become an integral part of research and 

education activities. I hope more and more institutions will decide to create an IR, and that they 

will be sustainably operated and widely utilized.   
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