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What’s the Beef with ETD Embargoes?
Posted on March 26, 2013

The practice of applying temporary access restrictions to ETDs was a hot topic of debate at
the recent joint conference of the Texas ETD Association and US ETD Association, Region
3. Keynote speaker David Carlson, Dean of the Texas A&M Libraries, took up the question in
his presentation “Myths and Value in the Deposit of ETDs: A Final Teachable Moment”. The
underlying premise of Dean Carlson’s thesis was that free access equates with immediate
access, therefore rendering embargoes as anathema to the principles of Open Access. Most
of the ETD professionals in the audience seemed to agree.

The Dean opened his argument against ETD embargoes with data from Texas A&M, where
students have the option to release the ETD immediately, with a two year publishing hold, or
with an indefinite patent hold that is expected to expire within two years. As the pie chart
below indicates, two-thirds of Aggies delay online dissemination of their ETDs for up to two
years.
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Dean Carslon paused to ask the audience if the local trend was unusual, and the majority
response was affirmative, punctuated with commentary along the lines of: “It’s not that bad
at my institution” and I’ve never seen anything like it.”

To underscore the point that local embargo rates are too high, the speaker then showed a
slide comparing local embargo rates with those of a peer institution. The comparison implied
that Hoosiers whip Aggies when it comes to providing open access to their graduate
scholarship.
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While most ETD professionals in the room echoed the anti-embargoist views of the Library
Dean, a minority few were uneasily maintaining silence, the bubbles over their heads reading
“So what? What’s the big deal?” As one of those skeptical few, I felt a rush of gratitude when
a neighboring colleague bravely spoke up: “But within two years the institutions look the
same. All ETD’s are available.” The new bubble over my head? “Yeah, what she said. “

So what is the beef with a time delay in ETD availability? What embargo rate is okay? Just
how much of a dissemination delay is acceptable? And who exactly is injured by temporary
access restrictions to a graduate student’s work? In other words and in aggregate, exactly
what problem do ETD embargoes represent?

The question “What’s the Beef with ETD embargoes” seems to demand an answer before
any reasoned debate about ETD embargoes can go forward. To date, not much data is
available to address this question. In the anbsence of concrete data about legitimate
embargo needs, a common anti-embargoist response is to point out that embargoes are
unnecessary because we know that most publishers do not, in fact, refuse to touch ETD’s
already disseminated online. But that argument presumes that the only reason for embargoes
is fear of losing a publishing opportunity once the graduate student work has found its way to
the Internet.

What if the student or the advisor had other reasons for placing the embargo? As pointed out
on the UC Berkeley Graduate Division’s “Dissertation Filing Guidelines (for Doctoral
Students)” ,

Occasionally, there are circumstances in which (the author may) prefer that (his/her)
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dissertation not be published immediately. Such circumstances may include the disclosure
of patentable rights in the work before a patent can be granted, similar disclosures
detrimental to the rights of the author, or disclosures of facts about persons or institutions
before professional ethics would permit.

And Berkeley isn’t the only school recognizing the varied reasons for embargoing an ETD.
Indeed, some attendees at TXTEDA conference offered embargo stories from their own
campuses, including the case of an international student concerned with exposing people
back home to retribution if information contained in the ETD was released to the world too
soon. Another ETD professional recalled having to re-embargo an ETD in the repository
because of a legal dispute. And from Texas A&M, yours truly shared the experience of being
asked several times a semester to re-embargo an ETD in the university repository for a
variety of reasons, including post 9/11 security concerns imposed by an outside agency.

Take away message #1: Perhaps we should take the time to understand WHY embargoes
are needed before jumping to an Open Acess-enthusiast’s conclusion that they are
unnecessary or too long.

Take away message #2: If there are legitimate rationales for embargoing a work, it would
make sense to assess the duration actually needed and accommodate that need, rather than
apply randomly devised embargo periods.

Do these pleas to reconsider ETD embargo policy make this blogger “Pro-embargo”?
Absolutely not. I am the first to defend the legitimate concern, from an educational and
information access perspective, that unnecessary embargoes threaten to deny access to
vital information that scholars, students and others could benefit from. I agree with the words
of Dinham and Scott, writing about dissertation dissemination practices in the Journal of
Further and Higher Education:

“A key issue for the individual, the institution and society generally is the extent to which
the knowledge and expertise gained through the doctorate is disseminated.” [Source: The
Experience of Disseminating the Results of Doctoral Research, vol. 25, iss. 1, 2001].

Yet I also recognize that there may be good reasons for temporarily delaying access; that the
duration of ‘temporary’ may need to remain flexible based on facts on the ground; and that
the ultimate decision on embargo placement may best be made by those stakeholders
carrying the greatest risk of premature dissemination. If the world of embargo policy positions
must be divided into camps, I guess that makes me ‘Pro-Choice.’

Do you have data on the reasons your students are placing embargoes on their ETDs, or
what duration of the embargo is needed to meet the student’s need? If so, please share them
here, or SOMEWHERE, so we can begin to understand “What’s the Beef with ETD
Embargoes.”
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4 THOUGHTS ON “WHAT’S THE BEEF WITH ETD EMBARGOES?”

This entry was posted in Open Access by gclement. Bookmark the permalink
[http://sites.tdl.org/fuse/?p=565] .

Jason
on March 26, 2013 at 11:57 am said:

I’d be interested to hear others’ thoughts on this, but it seems to me that the embargo
protects the preeminence of the student’s scholarly work in a broad sense. For
example, if a large part of the dissertation focused on the development of a new self-
report assessment, the student should get a fair chance to refine/validate and publish
the results before anyone else is able to scoop up the instrument and use it to the
same ends. This (1) allows the graduate time to seek a faculty position and attempt
to secure funding for completing the follow-up study, if desired, and (2) allows the
graduate to leverage that ‘intellectual property’ as a more-or-less personal asset when
seeking a position within or outside of academia. In a competitive post-graduate job
market, this kind of tangible contribution could be a huge boost, if leveraged correctly.

That said, I think that the embargo period ought to be determined by individual
students, not broadly mandated at the institution or department levels.

Joy Perrin
on March 26, 2013 at 1:00 pm said:

I’ve seen someone embargo their work because they didn’t want to be associated
with “academic style writing”. In this case, it was their reputation on the line, and they
promised their committee to make the research available but in a less academic way.
I’ve seen people embargo for national security reasons. We had one case where
someone was getting death threats, so they asked to embargo their ETD after the
fact. These are just a few of the odd and very valid reasons why someone might not
want to make their research open right away.
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On the other side, we often we get requests to unembargo ETDs a few months after
graduation. The student inevitably tries to get a job, and tries to show their ETD to
someone, and then realizes that if it’s embargoed no one can see it, so they ask it to
be made open.

Andrew Weiss
on March 27, 2013 at 12:06 pm said:

A reason that came up on our campus regarding embargoes was related to grant
funding. In this case, students were conducting smaller experiments within a
Biochem laboratory for their theses. The faculty members in charge of these labs
admitted that the idea for the thesis came from their grant-funded research & not from
the students themselves. The student gets credit for writing the thesis but it’s
complicated by the fact that it’s not really original research then…more like an
apprenticeship in a sense. The professors argued that they should be the ones to
determine the embargo terms & to decide renewals.

I think the professors raise a good point – what if allowing open access truly did
result in loss of funding? This is a greater catastrophe for the university than not
allowing access to students’ works. Once the students graduate, they are often not
reachable and probably don’t care one way or another. Faculty are left holding the
bag, so to speak, but can’t do anything about it if the students are unreachable.
We’ve been trying to address this issue w/ a more flexible policy, but there hasn’t
been much headway.

Anyone have a similar experience?

Jason
on March 28, 2013 at 4:00 pm said:

That’s a great point. A collaborative agreement between the student and
research adviser (or lab director), seems like a solid approach.


