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HathiTrust is a shared digital repository created through a partnership of 

research libraries to archive and share their digitized collections.i The 

project was launched in October 2008 by 25 American research libraries, 

using their collective experience in digital libraries to construct a robust 

and scalable infrastructure to house, manage, and provide access to their 

collections. Unprecedented in scale, this repository reached five million 

digitized volumes in December 2009 and expects to reach 8 million in 

2010.ii As an alternative to Google Books, HathiTrust, through its 

governance and funding models, demonstrates how to build and sustain a 

repository for the products of mass digitization, and its complex rights 

management system demonstrates how private enterprise and public 

institutions can work within the confines of copyright law to serve the 

needs of copyright holders and researchers. But best of all, the print 

collections of the partner institutions—added to HathiTrust in digital 

form as they are digitized—will be of use to researchers around the 

world, fulfilling the mission of HathiTrust “to contribute to the common 

good by collecting, organizing, preserving, communicating, and sharing 

the record of human knowledge.”iii 

What is HathiTrust? 

A partnership of research libraries constructing a repository with the 

same name, HathiTrust is the largest digital preservation initiative in the 

history of libraries—one that aims to preserve and provide access to 

millions of volumes from these libraries’ print collections.iv The 



repository is co-owned and jointly managed by the partner institutions, 

which pay to support the infrastructure in proportion to the amount of 

content they deposit.v HathiTrust uses as its basis the repository 

developed by the University of Michigan Library to store page images 

received through its partnership with Google (formerly called MBooks), 

and continuing development of the repository is meant to comply with 

digital preservation standards and review processes.vi 

While much of the content of HathiTrust is protected by copyright and is 

therefore not publicly viewable, a significant portion is in the public 

domain, and a small but growing portion has been made publicly 

available by agreement with rightsholders.vii Most of the content added to 

HathiTrust so far has been generated by Google as part of the Google 

Books Library Project; however, processes for ingesting non-Google 

content into HathiTrust are being developed as well.viii 

How is HathiTrust different from the World Digital Library, Open 

Library, and Google Books? 

HathiTrust, the World Digital Library, and Open Library all have global 

ambitions, but they differ significantly in scope and mission. While 

HathiTrust aims to preserve and provide access to research library 

collectionsix (including limited access to material in copyright), the World 

Digital Library contains only selected primary source materials from 

national libraries and other partner institutions. HathiTrust more closely 

resembles Open Library, which was launched in 2007, in that both 

include hundreds of thousands of full-text public domain works. 

However, OpenLibrary’s goal is “to display a page on the web for every 

book ever published,” constructing not “a catalog to share among 

libraries” (like WorldCat) but “a catalog to share with the public.”x Each 

book’s page might include links to outside sources of information, 

digitized copies found online, and links to buy the book.xi 



HathiTrust bears some similarities with the Google Books portal, through 

which users can search and—barring copyright restrictions—access the 

full text of books contributed by Google’s publisher and library partners. 

HathiTrust’s corpus overlaps significantly with Google’s, but the overlap 

will likely decrease over time as Google and HathiTrust partners 

independently add content to their repositories not digitized through the 

Google Books Library Project. While Google’s goal in its digitization is 

in keeping with its mission “to organize the world's information and 

make it universally accessible and useful,”xii HathiTrust focuses on 

preservation, with access as a significant part of its preservation strategy 

and broader mission to provide a public good available to anyone in the 

world.xiii 

HathiTrust and Google Books have different methods of displaying 

search results for works protected by copyright,xiv and HathiTrust asserts 

rights under US copyright law that Google has not, for example by full 

access to works produced by the US federal government and allowing 

users with print disabilities who sign out a print copy of a book to receive 

full text access as well.xv Staff at the University of Michigan conduct 

review of US works published between 1923 and 1964 to see if they 

really qualify for copyright protection,xvi and HathiTrust makes available 

certain works by agreement with rightsholders.xvii 

An added advantage of HathiTrust over Google Books is its integration 

with library catalogs, making it possible for users to locate particular 

issues of serials and take advantage of subject headings and other catalog 

metadata, which are often not displayed correctly in Google Books.xviii 

HathiTrust also makes available metadata for public-domain items in 

MARC21 and Dublin Core formats through OAI-PMH for any library to 

add to its catalog.xix 

Governance and funding model 



While cultural and educational institutions often desire to collaborate in 

their services or even operations, it is often difficult to make such 

collaborations effective. Barbara McFadden Allen describes two types of 

bad collaboration: collaboration where there is “goal drift” (movement 

away from originally stated aims) and collaboration in which there is no 

buy-in from administrative bodies, resulting in insufficient funding and 

support. xx She also describes two types of tensions that can arise in 

collaborations—a stakeholder’s fear of loss of independence and a 

stakeholder’s fear that collaboration will slow decision-making—and 

suggests overcoming these tensions by establishing collaborations that 

are voluntary and flexible, “allowing participants to invest at varying 

levels as warranted,” with decision-making structures “that allow for 

broad input without dramatically slowing decision-making.xxi 

HathiTrust attempts to set up such a successful collaboration. HathiTrust 

partners pay per gigabyte of data deposited, plus an annual fee for each 

year in which new content is deposited.xxiiSuch a model allows 

institutions to pay in proportion to their use of the repository, ensuring a 

low barrier of entry for new partners. The project is currently directed by 

representatives of the founding institutions (the Executive Committee), 

with outreach and planning guidance provided by representatives of all 

member institutions (the Strategic Advisory Board). The governance and 

funding models will be revisited as HathiTrust grows.xxiii 

Rights management 

As discussed above, HathiTrust makes available to users the full text of 

many works not available through Google Books. Each item in 

HathiTrust has a record in the rights database giving the rights attribute 

(controlling to whom the full text may be displayed), the reason for this 

attribute, and the source of the decision.xxiv An interface to this database 

for staff reviewing the copyright status of items has allowed for many 



items to be made available whose copyright status was previously 

unknown. 

Access to the world’s culture 

When digitization of library collection first began, the cost of 

reformatting, storing, and providing access to the content was so high that 

care had to be taken to select for digitization only the rarest materials or 

those materials with the broadest appeal. While American libraries were 

among the first to digitize parts of their collections, this second stage of 

selection meant that nearly all digitized material was in English. 

However, thanks to decreasing digitization costs and to a shift in practice 

towards “mass digitization”, all sorts of content that was previously 

available only in a few select research libraries is becoming available to 

users around the world. HathiTrust contains digitized public domain 

items in 190 languages (based on MARC language codes), and since only 

about 14% of HathiTrust items are in the public domain, there are 

doubtless items in many more languages digitized but not yet made 

available to the public.xxv 

HathiTrust provides an innovative model for bringing together the 

expertise and financial resources of individual libraries to construct a 

shared digital repository that works within the constraints of copyright 

law. While preservation is its main goal, this effort also greatly increases 

access to the world’s cultural heritage. 
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