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The Coefficient Partnership: Project Euclid, Cornell 
University Library and Duke University Press
by Terry Ehling  (Director, Center for Innovative Publishing, Cornell University Library)  <ehling@cornell.edu>

and Erich Staib  (Journals Acquisition Editor, Duke University Press)   
<erich.staib@dukeupress.edu>

How can — or should — libraries 
and publishers, including university 
presses, work productively together?  

This is not an idle question now that academic 
libraries have sought to offer publishing ser-
vices to their institutional communities.  We 
propose to answer this question by citing one 
example of a successful library-press collabo-
ration: Project Euclid.  While Euclid does not 
represent the only viable partnership model 
available to libraries and presses, it does ad-
dress some critical issues, such as the proper 
identification of each partner’s capabilities 
and responsibilities and the need to develop 
an appropriate business model and maintain 
good financial hygiene.

In the domain of mathematics where Euclid 
operates, the numbers still astound: eight hun-
dred and forty mathematics journals in circula-
tion worldwide, nearly half now available from 
commercial publishers.  The rest comprise an 
exceedingly fragile long tail of not-so-profit-
able but still independent journals.  Meanwhile 
nearly two hundred new or renovated math 
journals have come onto the market during the 
last ten years.  Most are small but all hope for a 
long and inglorious life, giving off a weak signal 
in the increasingly noisy ambit of cyberspace. 

Ten years ago the Cornell University 
Library, with the encouragement of the 
university’s department of mathematics and 
statistics, undertook an initiative designed to 
provide these small, independent journals with 
a preferential publishing option.  The majority of 
noncommercial journals in mathematics had yet 
to establish a footprint on the Internet by 2000.  
By early in the decade, however, academic li-
braries were beginning to favor electronic form 
and Internet delivery over paper editions for 
most STM serials.  Could the library be an 
active agent in this transition by offering 
small publishers of scholarly journals a 
model, a platform, and a cost structure 
that would encourage them to shift 
their attention and investment from 
print to electronic? 

The Cornell Library has a 
well-established track record in 
the conversion of scholarly mate-
rial to digital form, codification of 
metadata standards, development 
of digital library technologies, and 
preservation of paper and digital 
assets.  These strengths, along with 
its mandate to expedite access to 
scholarly resources at the point and place of 
need, made the library the primary catalyst for a 
project that would transform it from a consumer 
to a producer. 

Nine years ago the library was awarded a 
generous grant from the Andrew W. Mellon 

Foundation for the development of an online 
publishing service designed to support the 
transition of small, non-commercial mathemat-
ics journals from paper to digital distribution.  
The goal of Project Euclid was to ensure that 
the long tail of mathematics scholarship would 
endure.  An academic library, long the steward 
of scholarly discourse, would, in effect, provide 
a safe harbor to publishers it was often not able 
to support through subscriptions. 

Duke University Press’s relationship with 
Project Euclid reaches back to the initiative‘s 
blueprint phase.  Duke shared Cornell’s 
concern about the long-term viability of non-
commercial journals in mathematics.  Rick 
Johnson, then executive director of SPARC, 
brokered the connection.  Over a two-year 
period beginning in mid-2000 Duke sup-
ported contract negotiations, T

E
X consulting, 

and marketing.  Beginning in early 2003 the 
library assumed responsibility for all strategic 
and operational functions; in May of that year 
Euclid launched with nineteen journals. 

Over the next three years Project Euclid 
spent down its initial funding and by late 2005 
had achieved a measure of financial stability: 
the number of partner journals had more than 
doubled, to forty-four; it had captured one 
hundred five institutional subscriptions; and 
it closed the fiscal year cash positive.  But by 
2006, it had become clear that its status as a 
redoubt was under stress.  Gross revenues from 
subscriptions were increasing at significant rates 
but so were operating expenses and revenue 
sharing allocations to the participating publish-
ers.  Net income at the close of the fiscal year 
provided Euclid with a modest surplus but not 
nearly enough to capitalize growth and remain 
competitive. 

On its own Cornell found that it 
needed to replicate the operating 
structure of a small publishing 
house.  Project Euclid’s success 
was dependent on the library 
developing traditional but cost-
efficient publishing functions 
— acquisition, production, design, 
marketing and order fulfillment. 
It was, in effect, deploying and 
operationalizing a revenue-cap-
ture model within a cost-focused 
culture. Euclid needed to borrow 
from the library, leveraging its 
brand and its network, but it also 
needed to leave behind its organi-

zational design and modus operandi. 
The number of functions Project Euclid 

had to manage in order to develop into a 
sustainable enterprise surprised the project’s 
management.  Euclid’s entrepreneurial status 
fostered interdependence with disparate units 

within the library and with an ever more com-
plex supply chain of service providers outside 
the university.  Project Euclid was able to 
weather the transition from the incubator to 
the marketplace by outsourcing its marketing 
program and repurposing library personnel 
hired and trained for more conventional job 
functions, e.g., a department accountant also 
assumed responsibility for subscription order 
fulfillment.  It was clear that a long-term strat-
egy for Project Euclid needed to include a 
hospitable business partner who would share 
the library’s principle goals for this venture, 
and be able to meet a growing desire on the part 
of the publishers for a deeper and more diverse 
portfolio of services.  Duke University Press, 
publisher of the Duke Mathematical Journal, 
one of Project Euclid’s highest profile jour-
nals, had also become one of the library‘s most 
consilient content partners.  Duke had inaugu-
rated a STM publishing initiative in 2004 and 
began to focus its acquisitions energy on build-
ing a strong collection of math journal titles.  As 
Euclid and the relationship with Duke Press 
matured apace, both parties agreed to explore 
the benefits and consequences of entering into 
a formal partnership for joint management 
of Project Euclid.  Cornell and Duke were 
shepherded through the year-long negotiation 
process by SPARC.  A formal joint venture 
agreement was signed in March, 2008. 

Duke’s primary investment is in human 
capital; it hired a dedicated project manager 
and quickly incorporated Euclid into its mar-
keting, financial, and order fulfillment work-
flows — areas where Cornell was incurring the 
greatest resource deficits.  The partners agreed 
to divide their management responsibilities 
along naturally occurring lines of influence 
and specialization: the library would continue 
to support the technology infrastructure (archi-
tecture, code base, hardware, and network sup-
port) and provide archiving and preservation 
services.  The press would manage on-ramp 
and off-ramp functions: finances, journal re-
cruitment, marketing, customer relations and 
order fulfillment.  Identifying precisely where 
and how to divide the responsibilities was 
probably the single most critical task.

While the Cornell-Duke partnership is 
barely six-months old, some ground-truth data 
are worth noting:  

•	 This represents an asynchronous col-
laboration: While both parties were 
involved during the planning phase 
(1999-2000), Cornell assumed respon-
sibility for Euclid prior to, through, 
and well after launch.  When it became 
clear that Cornell needed to roll Euclid 
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up, a university press, with whom we 
had a strong and constructive working 
relationship, became the obvious partner.  
Most library–publisher projects have 
involved both entities jointly incubating, 
implementing and then managing the ini-
tiative.  But a “relay” model, where one 
party provides early-stage development 
and then the other assumes operational 
responsibility for a more mature product 
or service, might also be politically and 
economically desirable. 

•	 While this library-press partnership was 
specific to one enterprise-scale project, 
collateral benefits extending beyond 
Project Euclid began to accrue early in 
the relationship.  Through the library the 
press was able to establish a beachhead 
at Cornell, providing it with an ever-
open window onto the local publishing 
environment and resulting in several new 
journal acquisitions in non-STM areas, 
notably New German Critique and the 
Philosophical Review.

•	 Cornell and Duke also believe that 
the partnership they choreographed for 
Euclid will help define the scope and 
characteristics of future collaborations.  
If the alliance is perceived as an invest-
ment, by both parties, then it should 
also be scalable.  While collaboration 
between a library and a press at the same 
institution seems logistically obvious and 
desirable, joint efforts involving libraries 
and presses that do not share the same ge-
netic material can produce products and 
services that play to the unique strengths 
of each institution. 

It is worth underscoring the unique nature 
of the relationship between Cornell Library 
and Duke Press that ultimately transpired 
around Project Euclid.  Euclid, unlike other 
more indigenous library-press collaborations, 
was designed from the ground up to be an 
online publishing service for a heterogeneous 
collection of publishers with no specific or 
even symbolic relationship to either Cornell 
or Duke.  Project Euclid is a domain-spe-
cific online publishing service that competes 
directly with a variety of commercial-grade 
and NFP service providers.  It also competes 
indirectly with commercial publishers — were 
an independent journal, already participating 
in Project Euclid, to be acquired by, say, 
Springer Science+Business Media, it would 
terminate its agreement with Euclid.  Euclid 
was, and still is, a distinctly market-facing op-
eration, and that market is two-sided: we must 
recruit journals from a broad playing field and 
then sell those aggregated journals to academic 
and corporate libraries.

While Cornell and Duke hope to be able 
to extrapolate a richer and more complex re-
lationship from their shared responsibility for 
Project Euclid, we don’t expect the model for 
future collaborations to look or feel the same 
as this first-generation effort.

This particular joint venture also raises 
issues relevant to the objectives of these 
reformative collaborations for organizations 
beyond Cornell and Duke.  The publicized 
library-press partnerships, some extending 
back fifteen years, at a dozen research insti-
tutions, have been heroic and artisanal but 
certainly not insurgent or transformational.  
The byproducts of these collaborations, to 
paraphrase David Carr of the New York Times, 
do not have an audience problem, they have a 
consumer problem, and the survival of these 
projects and programs depend on the latter not 
the former.  Have these discrete and, by all ac-
counts, non-disruptive projects had an impact 
on the status quo bias in scholarly publishing?  
Are libraries simply providing IT services to 
presses and authors, services that could more 
cost-effectively be supplied by third-parties?  
Are these, in effect, supply-side initiatives in 
search of a demand that isn’t there?

The current docket of library-press col-
laborations have yet to mature into competitive 
publishing programs.  And they must compete 
in the marketplace to survive.  The future of 
library-press partnerships will not, perhaps 
should not, look like what we see today.  
Academic libraries and university presses are 
homesteading on a frontier now crowded with 
smart, noisy, large-cap technology players, 
notably Google, Apple, and Amazon, who 
are positioned to change the state of publish-
ing irrevocably.  How, rather then if, university 
libraries and publishers collaborate with these 
and other non-academic agents will have 

an impact on their collaborative publishing 
agendas.  A press and a library dependent on 
local expertise and funding may not be able 
to sustain a viable publishing program.  Inter-
institutional cooperation through a network 
of alliances could, however, promote the 
development of a scalable process model and 
the formation of a new value chain.  Project 
Euclid represents an initial step in this direc-
tion.  We need not — must not — think small.  
Beyond library-press collaboration lies uni-
versity publishing — a network of institutions 
and other culture-first organizations that can 
advance scholarship by drawing collectively 
on their domain expertise and content stores.  
The current environment calls for a bolder vi-
sion and more, not less, dependency.  “The way 
forward is paradoxically to look not ahead, but 
to look around.”1  

Endnotes
1.  John Seely Brown and Paul Duguid, 
The Social Life of Information (Cambridge: 
Harvard Business Press, 2002), p. 8.


