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List of Acronyms 
ASP – Awards to Scholarly Publications 

ASPP – Award to Scholarly Publications Program 

CCA – Canada Council for the Arts 

CBF – Canada Book Fund 

CH – Canadian Heritage 

EAC – Evaluation Advisory Committee 

DORA ‒ Declaration on Research Assessment 

ECR - Early career researcher 

EDI - Equity, diversity and inclusion 

FHSS - Federation for the Humanities and Social Sciences 

OA - Open access 

SSH – Social Sciences and Humanities 

SSHRC - Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 

Glossary of Terms 
Canadian research. For the purpose of this evaluation, Canadian research in the context of ASP has been 
defined as research conducted by researchers affiliated with Canadian institutions or about Canadian 
topics (for example, on topics of Canadian geography, culture, history or institutions). 

Canadian scholarly publisher. In the context of ASP, a Canadian publisher is at least 75% owned and 
controlled by Canadians and has headquarters and at least 50% of staff in Canada.  

Early career researcher (ECR): Academic researchers with five years’ experience or less since their first 
academic appointment, with considerations for part-time positions and interruptions. 

Equity, diversity and inclusion (EDI): A tri-agency initiative to increase equity in the workplace for 
equity-seeking groups. This includes the following four designated groups: women, visible minorities, 
Indigenous Peoples, and people with disabilities.  
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Knowledge mobilization (KMb). SSHRC defines knowledge mobilization as follows: “the reciprocal and 
complementary flow and uptake of research knowledge between researchers, knowledge brokers and 
knowledge users—both within and beyond academia—in such a way that may benefit users and create 
positive impacts within Canada and/or internationally, and, ultimately, has the potential to enhance the 
profile, reach and impact of social sciences and humanities research” (SSHRC, 2018). 

Open access (OA). Open access is defined as availability of the publication online and without charge to 
the reader.  

Research dissemination. Efforts to enhance accessibility and awareness of research findings among 
potential users. Research dissemination is a component of KMb, and concerns activities within the 
supply side of a KMb system, distinct from uptake or utilization by others. Dissemination is also 
understood to involve movement of information, whereas KMb is more broadly concerned with 
knowledge (for example, including implementation in practice)1 

Scholarly book. An extended or long-form academic text that demonstrates quality scholarship and is 
deemed to represent a contribution to knowledge and research. Books eligible for ASP funding include 
monographs, collective works, critical editions, critical bibliographies, reference works and documentary 
collections. Non-eligible submissions include unrevised theses, works of fiction and textbooks, among 
others (see Appendix A). 
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contributed their time as participants in this evaluation. 

We would also like to thank the external members of the Evaluation Advisory Committee for their 
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Social Sciences.  

  

                                                            

1 See e.g., Greenhalgh et al, 2004; Best & Holmes, 2010. 
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Executive Summary 
About Awards to Scholarly Publications 
Awards to Scholarly Publications (ASP) is funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 
(SSHRC) and administered by the Federation for the Humanities and Social Sciences (FHSS). It is designed 
to support the dissemination of Canadian social sciences and humanities (SSH) research by funding the 
publication of high-quality scholarly monographs, books and other long-form publications. ASP currently 
offers approximately 180 Publication Grants and five Translation Grants each year for a total annual 
contribution of $1.5M dollars. 

About the evaluation 
This evaluation was conducted as a joint evaluation of two funding opportunities: Awards to Scholarly 
Publications (ASP) and Aid to Scholarly Journals (ASJ). This report covers ASP.  

Program relevance and performance were identified as priority areas for evaluation, including how the 
design of ASP and ASJ contributes to their performance. Cost-efficiency was also covered as a usual 
component of SSHRC evaluations. The evaluation’s overall purpose was to inform decisions by senior 
and program management about the future of ASJ and ASP in a changing environment. 

The evaluation was led by the SSHRC Evaluation Division in collaboration with Ference & Company, an 
external consultancy. It was guided by an Evaluation Advisory Committee (EAC)2 with oversight by the 
SSHRC Departmental Evaluation Committee (DEC)3.  

Conclusions and recommendations 
Relevance 
ASP is relevant to SSH researchers. However, its relevance is highly concentrated in specific areas of the 
SSH research community. ASP is also highly relevant to Canadian scholarly publishers. In particular, ASP 
makes an important contribution to a subset of university presses. There is no equivalent to ASP funding 
among other federal programs.  

ASP’s objectives align generally with federal priorities in terms of research excellence and dissemination. 
However, these objectives are very broadly stated. In practice, the relevance of ASP rests on the 
alignment between SSHRC and scholarly publisher mandates to support Canadian SSH research. 
Alignment is evident between ASP and specific SSHRC priorities, such as support for first-time authors 
and research on Canadian topics. A number of publishers report EDI-related mandates. 

 

                                                            

2 The EAC included ASP and ASJ senior program officers, three ex-officio members (an evaluation expert and 
scholarly journal editor, an expert in OA and bibliometrics, and a representative from FHSS), a representative from 
SSHRC Corporate Strategy and Performance, the SSHRC Evaluation Manager and a Senior Evaluation Officer. 
3 This committee performs the role of Performance Measurement and Evaluation Committee (PMEC). 
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Performance 
The findings indicate that ASP is achieving its primary intended objective to support research 
dissemination by contributing to the amount of SSH research published. ASP’s support enables scholarly 
publishers to invest in manuscripts of high scholarly value but low cost-recovery potential.  
ASP has no mechanism to contribute directly or substantively to the quality of published research, 
although it upholds a consistent standard for peer review. As quality processes are already embedded in 
research and scholarly publication practices, ASP may be best positioned to contribute through indirect 
support, that is, by directing funding to where quality standards are high. There is some limited evidence 
of a small, secondary contribution of ASP in other areas, for example increased publisher capacity for 
marketing and promotion. Accessibility and discoverability aligned with digital and “open” publication 
are not currently targeted by ASP.  

Cost efficiency 
ASP’s cost efficiency ratio is high with operating costs at 22¢ per $1 in grant funds awarded. This is due 
to the funding delivery mechanism. Improving ASP cost efficiency in a substantial way would require 
changes to the delivery mechanism.  

Alternatives 
Both strengths and weaknesses were reported for ASP’s funding model. As examples: the current model 
avoids incentivizing quantity over quality and offers flexibility in use of funds, which is important given 
the diversity in SSH books and in the publishing sector. However, the process delays publication of 
manuscripts and provides minimal flexibility for SSHRC to target funding to priority areas. 

Recommendation 1. Continue to offer support for long-form publishing of Canadian SSH research. The 
funding fills a niche not addressed by other funding, is relevant to Canadian researchers, and provides 
capacity for the publication of research that is important for SSH and Canada. 

Recommendation 2. Develop more fully articulated and concrete objectives for ASP. ASP’s objectives 
are broad and ambitious for its small size and the concentrated relevance of the funding for SSH 
research. A set of more concrete objectives is needed for program management and SSHRC to situate 
and guide the funding opportunity. Specific suggestions are provided in Section 6. 

Recommendation 3. Identify options to update ASP’s funding mechanism. SSHRC is currently working 
collaboratively with FHSS and the Association of Canadian University Presses (ACUP) to develop open 
access (OA) capacity in scholarly book publishing and to increase minority language participation in ASP. 
In concert with those efforts, SSHRC should explore alternate delivery mechanisms for ASP to improve 
cost efficiency and performance. Suggestions are provided in Section 6. 

Recommendation 4. Update ASPs program logic model or theory of change model. A program logic 
model or theory of change should be drafted for ASP. The findings reported above provide the basis for 
an empirically based change model. This would be useful as a baseline for development going forward. 

 



 

Evaluation of Awards to Scholarly Publications   1 

1.0 Introduction 
This report presents key findings, conclusions and recommendations from the evaluation of the Awards 
to Scholarly Publications (ASP) funding opportunity conducted in 2019-20. 

1.1 Evaluation background and purpose 
About ASP. Award to Scholarly Publication Program (ASPP) is funded by SSHRC and administered by the 
Federation for the Humanities and Social Sciences (FHSS). It is designed to support the dissemination of 
Canadian SSH research by funding the publication of high-quality scholarly monographs, books and 
other long-form publications. ASP has been active for 79 years. It currently offers 180 Publication Grants 
and five Translation Grants each year for a total annual contribution of $1.5M dollars. A more detailed 
description of ASP is available in Appendix A. 

About the evaluation. This evaluation was conducted as a joint evaluation of two funding opportunities: 
Awards to Scholarly Publications (ASP) and Aid to Scholarly Journals (ASJ). This report covers ASP.  

Program relevance and performance were identified as priority areas for evaluation, including how the 
design of ASJ and ASP contributes to their performance. Cost efficiency was also covered as a usual 
component of SSHRC evaluations. The evaluation’s overall purpose was to inform decisions by senior 
and program management about the future of ASJ and ASP in a changing environment. 

The evaluation was led by the SSHRC Evaluation Division in collaboration with Ference & Company, an 
external consultancy. It was guided by an Evaluation Advisory Committee (EAC)4 with oversight by the 
SSHRC Departmental Evaluation Committee (DEC)5.  

Evaluation questions and scope. The evaluation focused on five questions: 
Relevance 
(1) Is there a need for the federal government to provide direct financial support to journals and 

publishers in the scholarly publishing sector to increase dissemination of Canadian SSH research 
results? 

(2) Do ASJ and ASPP objectives align with federal roles and priorities? 
Performance 
(3) What contribution has ASJ/ASPP funding made to quantity, quality and dissemination of 

published Canadian SSH research? 
Cost efficiency 
(4) Are ASJ/ASPP delivered in a cost-efficient manner? 
Alternatives 
(5) Are there viable alternative approaches SSHRC should consider to increase dissemination of 

                                                            

4 The EAC included ASP and ASJ senior program officers, three external ex-officio members (an evaluation expert 
and scholarly journal editor, an expert in Open Access and bibliometrics, and a representative from FHSS), a 
representative from SSHRC Corporate Strategy and Performance, the SSHRC Evaluation Manager and a Senior 
Program Evaluation Officer. 
5 This committee performs the role of Performance Measurement and Evaluation Committee (PMEC). 
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original Canadian research results in SSH? 
 
Question 3 has a dissemination component. This component focused on accessibility/discoverability of 
publications as related to activities of funding recipients. The choice of focus was due to the structure 
and small size of ASP. Indirect outcomes related to reader behaviour (e.g., citations) were outside the 
evaluation’s scope. Question 5 focused on alternative examples of government funding for OA 
initiatives. OA was chosen as the focus because advancing OA publication is a current key priority for 
SSHRC. For ASP, some attention was paid to strengths and weaknesses of the current funding model 
because of the time since ASP’s last evaluation (2004) and interim changes in the context of scholarly 
publishing. The evaluation covered the period 2008-17 for performance6 and 2008-19 for questions of 
relevance. Cost efficiency covered the most recent four fiscal years (2014-19).  

Evaluation design. A two-phase sequential mixed methods design was used, under a broad Utilization-
Focused (Patton, 2008) and theory-based (Chen, 2006) evaluation approach. Phase 1 was designed to 
establish a foundational understanding of the potential influence and relevance of ASP, including 
development of a draft theory of change. This phase was needed because of changes to ASP in the time 
since the last evaluation, as well as changes in the surrounding context and an absence of pre-program 
baseline data. Phase 2 was designed to test and refine Phase 1 results to arrive at final findings.  

Methods. Phase 1 used the following lines of evidence: 

• key informant interviews (n=41) with program management, publishers, researchers and sector 
stakeholders, with 25 of these interviews related directly to ASP;  

• longitudinal analysis of ASP administrative data (2008-17); and, 
• reviews of academic literature, working papers and program documentation, including two 

recent studies about ASP (Fast, 2018; Lobet & Larivière, 2018). 

In Phase 2, the evaluation used the following lines of evidence: 

• a survey of ASP-eligible publishers (n=42) and SSH researchers (n=993); 
• focused analyses of ASP administrative data (2008-18) and SSHRC administrative data, including 

financial data; 
• focused analyses of publication data for SSH researchers (n=1306); and, 
• focused analyses of external website data on publications (n=120).  

A detailed description of methods is available in Appendix B. 

Methodological strengths and limitations. The principal advantage of mixed methods designs is the 
ability to leverage strengths of both qualitative and quantitative methods. For example, in this 
evaluation, limits to generalizability of findings from interviews and limits to case-sensitivity of survey 
data are offset through synchronization. Important limitations exist, however, primarily related to 
                                                            

6 This timeframe was chosen because of significant program changes to ASJ in 2018.  
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available data sources. No comparison group or pre-program data are available for ASP. Although the 
evaluation triangulated data from different sources on each indicator, results for some indicators are 
largely reliant on self-report data (e.g., through survey and interviews) because directly comparable 
administrative or externally sourced data were not always available. In such cases, results were 
compared across multiple questions and respondent subgroups where possible to increase confidence. 
However, caution is recommended in the interpretation given the likelihood of systematic response 
bias. 

Lastly, it is important to note that the Canadian scholarly publisher and SSH researcher populations are 
heterogeneous. For example, SSH has numerous disciplines with their own scholarly publication 
practices, as well as regional and linguistic differences. The ASP-eligible publisher population is made up 
of specialist, generalist and university presses, wide variation in size of presses, and presses that focus in 
either or both official languages. Aggregate results (i.e., overall averages) may obscure important 
variation among subgroups. Subgroup-level analysis was conducted where possible (e.g., among 
language and disciplinary groups) but was limited by the small size of some subgroups in the samples. 
Results should not be considered generalizable outside the populations defined for the study (see 
Appendix B). 

1.2 Structure of this report 
Section 2 presents findings on relevance, Section 3 on performance, Section 4 on cost efficiency and 
Section 5 on alternatives. Key conclusions and recommendations follow in Section 6. A profile of ASP 
and details on methods and data sources are available in the appendices. 

2.0 Relevance 
The evaluation assessed relevance in terms of importance to Canadian SSH researchers, the extent to 
which ASP is critical to publisher scholarly book operations, and alignment of ASP’s objectives with 
federal roles and priorities. 

2.1 Conclusions 
ASP is relevant to SSH researchers. However, the importance of this funding is concentrated in specific 
disciplines and areas of research. ASP is also relevant to researchers for whom collaboration with a 
Canadian scholarly publisher can add value (e.g., first time authors, authors writing in French, 
researchers working on topics that require Canadian contextual knowledge).  

ASP is highly relevant to Canadian scholarly publishers, especially university presses. ASP contributes 
to publisher capacity to invest in books that are of high scholarly value but have limited potential for 
cost recovery (i.e., due to a specialized or national audience). There is no equivalent to ASP funding 
among other federal programs, and other federal funding does not incentivize scholarly publication.  

Alignment is evident between ASP and SSHRC priorities. ASP’s objectives align generally with federal 
priorities in terms of research excellence and dissemination. However, these objectives are very broadly 
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stated7. In practice, the relevance of ASP rests on alignment between SSHRC and scholarly publisher 
mandates to support Canadian SSH research. This is because ASP pursues its objectives via the work of 
publishers. Although ASP is explicitly a program for researchers (as an award for authors), more than 
90% of applications are developed and submitted by publishers: the publisher selects which manuscripts 
to submit, coordinates peer review, invests in editorial development of the manuscript before 
application to ASP, submits the application, and receives and manages the awarded funds.   

ASP’s objectives do not yet incorporate EDI. ASP collects monitoring data in related areas: participation 
by first-time authors and French-language publications. The data indicate ASP is important for first-time 
authors, but challenges exist related to systemic barriers for francophone authors. 

2.2 Detailed findings on relevance 
 
Question 1. Is there a need for the federal government to provide direct financial support to 
scholarly book publishers to increase dissemination of Canadian SSH research?  
 
Relevance of book publishing for Canadian SSH researchers. 

Researchers surveyed for this evaluation were asked how important scholarly books are in terms of 
various aspects of their academic work. Respondents in the humanities (n=69) provided substantially 
higher importance ratings in all areas than researchers in social sciences (n=183). Responses from those 
working across both social sciences and humanities (n=29) tended to fall in between (Figure 1, below). 

A majority of respondents reported that scholarly books are absolutely essential or very important to 
them as source material (for teaching and their research). In terms of importance of books for publishing 
their own research or for their career progression, however, ratings by humanities researchers remained 
high while social sciences researcher ratings were mixed: about one-third reported books to be 
absolutely essential or very important and about one-third reported books to be of little or no 
importance.  

                                                            

7 See the ASP profile in Appendix A. 
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Figure 1. Importance of books for aspects of teaching and research, humanities vs social sciences. 

Survey data were analyzed at disciplinary level for two areas: publication of research and career 
progression because of the variance in response. Among the disciplines with sufficient representation in 
the survey (n>20), Figures 2 and 3 illustrate much higher importance ratings by researchers in history, 
languages/literature, arts and political science than in psychology and economics/business.  

 
Figure 2. Importance of books for publication of own research 
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“Books are a very different genres than 
journal articles and allow for expressing 
and communicating research in depth... 
Articles in contrast are short and 
temporal interventions reflecting the 
present moment.” (Mid-career academic) 

 
 
 

ASP submissions data are consistent with the above. History, anthropology/cultural studies and political 
science/political economy are the top disciplines of manuscripts submitted to ASP between 2008-17, 
followed by literature, then sociology/social work. Economics and psychology appear near the bottom of 
a ranked list by number of submissions.  

Researchers who rated scholarly books as important in terms of publication of their research findings 
were asked in the survey to describe the way(s) in which 
they are important. Close to three-quarters of respondents 
(72.3%, n=227) answered this question. The most common 
response (42%) was that book-length format is necessary to 
develop the content, for example, to develop complex ideas 
or provide depth necessary to a topic. In some disciplines, 
book-length format is a norm and aligns best with how 
research projects are structured. Book-length format was also described as important to new areas of 
research or new forms of analysis. Several respondents also identified books as better than journal 
articles to reach non-academic or interdisciplinary audiences and students.  

The importance of Canadian publishers to SSH researchers. Based on analysis of data in the SSHRC 
Canadian Common CCV database (n=1306)8, an estimated 31% of Canadian SSH researchers have at 
least one book publication, and 17% have published with a Canadian book publisher (95% CI [14.3 to 

                                                            

8 For more details on the CCV data analysis, see Appendix B. 

Figure 3. Importance of books for career progression 
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“There are so many book publishers 
in my field that are predatory, or 
that do not conduct proper or any 
peer review… despite being very 
prolific.” (Early career academic) 

19.1]). This equates to approximately 4,680 of an estimated 28,000 Canadian SSH researchers9. For 
comparison, including co-authors, a total of 3,487 authors appear on applications to ASP in the decade 
2008-17.  

Among respondents to the researcher survey (n=314)10, significantly more humanities researchers (73%) 
reported they had published a book with a Canadian scholarly publisher compared with social sciences 
researchers (46%), X2(6, 314), p<.001. Slightly more French-speaking respondents (58%) reported 
publishing with a Canadian publisher than English-speaking respondents (50%), but the difference was 
not statistically significant. Responses were similar among respondents by career stage (at the time of 
publication) and by gender.  

Researchers responding to the survey who had published a book with a Canadian publisher (n=163) 
were asked what characteristic was most important to them when selecting a book publisher: 153 
researchers responded (94%). The top three characteristics were the same across language and career 
stage groups: 

1. Reputation. Just under half (44%) described reputation as important because the publisher’s 
reputation lends credibility to the book. Several 
stated that reputation indicates the quality to be 
expected from the production process, and a few 
noted the rise of predatory publishing. 

2. Content, values and audience. More than one-
quarter of respondents (28%) identified a good fit 
between their research and the type of content the 
publisher carries, its mandate and the audience it serves. This helps to ensure the editorial team 
is knowledgeable, that peer reviewers will be selected appropriately, the book will reach the 
audience it is meant for, and because it increases likelihood of acceptance. A handful of 
respondents referred to the mandate of the press and its experience with research involving 
special populations, e.g. in the context of Indigenous research, a commitment by the press to 
reconciliation and anti-racism. 

3. Editorial quality, working relationship with authors. One-quarter of respondents (25%) 
indicated that the quality of the editorial team and the strength of its working relationship with 
authors makes a substantial contribution to the manuscript, explaining that publishing a book is 
an enormous amount of work and can be even more challenging without a strong relationship. 

Canadian publishers. These researchers were also asked what characteristic was most important to 
them when selecting the publisher for their most recent Canadian publication. The most frequently 
identified characteristics were similar to the above and similar across career stage and language groups, 

                                                            

9 The SSHRC Canadian Common CV (CCV) database contains records for 4,631 researchers with publication 
histories, or about 16% of the estimated total SSH researcher population (28,000 according to Statistics Canada). 
See Table 27-10-0022-01  Personnel engaged in research and development by performing sector and occupational 
category 
10 63 respondents (39%) were ASPP applicants during the years 2016-17. 

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2710002201
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=2710002201
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“The content was Canadian―it 
would have been a lot of work to 
make it US-centric enough for a US 
publisher.” (Established academic) 

although French-speaking respondents also identified the language of the press with equal frequency as 
quality of the press. 

When asked if they would have attempted to publish with a non-Canadian publisher if they had been 
unable to publish in Canada, 63% replied “yes” (n=102), 18% replied “no” (n=30) and 19% replied “don’t 
know”. Researchers who replied “yes” (they would have attempted to publish outside Canada) were 
asked if doing so would have changed anything about the book project. Half replied “no” (50%) and 27% 
replied “yes” (n=28)11. Those who replied “yes” reported a need for content changes e.g., less Canadian-
specific content or a need to write in English instead of French. 

Among those who replied that they would not seek to publish outside Canada (18%, n=30), the most 
common reason was that the topic was Canadian (for example, “la littérature québécoise”) or intended 
for a Canadian audience. Many of these respondents stated 
that a Canadian press could give this content the best support 
or that it was unlikely to be of interest to a non-Canadian 
publisher. In addition to Canadian topics, examples were 
provided of topics in emerging or controversial research areas.  

 

Overall, 36% (n=58) of survey respondents who have published with a Canadian book publisher reported 
that there would have been an adverse impact on their book had they not been able to publish in 
Canada. 

In sum, the relevance of ASP is concentrated in specific areas of the SSH research community. Long-form 
publication is very important in the humanities but mixed in social sciences. Overall, the estimated 
proportion of SSH researchers who have published with a Canadian book publisher is less than 20%. 
Among those surveyed, just over one-third describe adverse impact were they unable to publish in 
Canada. 

Relevance for publishers: importance of ASP for viability of publisher book operations 

The ASP award represents an estimated 40-47% of the cost to publish a scholarly book (on average). This 
estimate is based on publisher responses to the survey for this evaluation (n=19)12, and is consistent 

                                                            

11 22% replied that they did not know. 
12 The range of responses was wide, equating to publication cost range from $8,000 to $200,000 (n=19). The 
question asked: “About what percentage of the total cost of publishing a scholarly book does that represent, on 
average, in the context of your press? (Note: by total cost we mean all costs incurred to bring a submitted 
manuscript to publication, including peer review, copyediting, indexing, etc. and including overhead costs)”.  

“We submitted our prospectus to several American publishers, with no luck despite excellent peer reviews…In 
a Canadian academic press, we find a champion for a topic that is most definitely of interest to researchers 
and professionals in our field across North America, but which US presses may find to be off-limits. A Canadian 
press is vital for my research area.” (Early career academic)  
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“If we didn’t have [ASP], would we go bankrupt? I 
guess the answer is probably not, but the press would 
be very, very different from what it is today, in terms 
of the number of titles published, in terms of the 
types of titles published, in terms of the standard of 
marketing that we do, possibly in terms of the staffing 
that we employ.” (University press representative) 

with other data from a recent study on ASP (Fast, 2018). This amount represents a substantial 
proportion of cost to offset through other means if ASP were not available13.  

Findings from multiple lines of evidence14 are consistent: while ASP is not reported to be essential to the 
immediate survival of most scholarly presses, without ASP publishers would need to make different 
decisions about what they publish to maintain their viability. ASP is reported to be particularly important 
to publisher capacity to support books in their publishing program that are high-cost to produce and/or 
have low cost-recovery potential. Differential 
contribution of ASP to specific types of authors 
and types of books is described further below. 

When publishers were asked in the survey for the 
most significant impact of a loss of ASP, all 
respondents to this question (n=18) projected the 
most significant impact to be fewer scholarly books published by their press. Survival was mentioned by 
one respondent who described the press potentially closing if the loss of ASP had a cascading effect in 
other areas (including other funding). In key informant interviews with publishers and sector 
stakeholders, all respondents similarly stated that the most significant impact of the loss of ASP would 
be reduced capacity to publish scholarly books (n=14). Secondary effects reported by interviewees 
include diminished reputation of the press, less ability to accept risk and a need to recover costs through 
other means (e.g., higher price point). 

In the survey, publishers were also asked to estimate the impact of the loss of ASP funding across areas 
of their operations. Their responses are depicted in Figure 4, below. As shown, 68% estimated a major 
impact on the number of books undertaken each year. About half (53%) projected a major impact on 
marketing and promotion. A substantial number (42%) projected a major impact on their ability to make 
progress toward strategic goals and to respond to changing conditions in the sector. In contrast, quality 
assurance, editorial support provided to authors and digital publication were areas of least projected 
impact although these related directly to the number of books undertaken, e.g., editorial support may 
remain at similar levels for fewer books.  

                                                            

13 The ASP award is $8,000. The median estimated publication cost for a scholarly book in the survey was $20,000 
and the mean estimated cost was $18,000. Fast (2018) reported an estimated average cost of $17,000 based on 
interviews with seven publishers. Lobet & Larivière (2018) suggest $16,800 based on data from a US study (Ithaka, 
2016, cited in Maxwell, Bordini & Shamash, 2016). The largest cost category is reported to be staff time, 
particularly in acquisitions. This includes investment in manuscripts that are ultimately not published, curation, the 
peer review process and overall quality control (Maxwell, Bordini & Shamash, 2016). 
14 Interviews with publishers and sector stakeholders (n=21), document review and publisher survey respondents 
(n=20) 
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Figure 4. Publisher estimates of ASP impact in areas of operations (n=19) 

Differential importance among publishers. 43 publishers participated in ASP between 2008-1715. 
However, 10 presses submitted 93% of ASP applications and received 93% of ASP funds16. Based on 
awards granted in the most recent three fiscal years (2015-19), these 10 presses can be divided into two 
groups: 

• Group 1. Three university presses. These presses received 71% of ASP grant funds in this period, 
averaging $351,111 per year each (range $296,000 ‒ 410,667). 

• Group 2. Seven university presses. These presses received regular but less substantial funding, 
averaging $46,095 per year each (range $18,667 ‒ 117,333/year). Two of the presses in Group 2 
are associated with francophone universities. 

A third group of 33 publishers has collectively received only 7% of ASP funds since 2008. Publishers in 
this group do not receive funding every year: half (n=16) had received no funding in the most recent 
three fiscal years. Those who received at least some funding in the past three fiscal years (n=17) each 
received an average of $6,275/year (range $2,667 ‒ 13,333/year). All the specialist and generalist 
publishers and most French-language presses are in this third group.  

ASP awards between 2008-17 are correlated with the number of applications submitted (Figure 5). In 
other words, funding in this period relates to extent of participation by the press in ASP.  

                                                            

15 ASP administrative data (19 university presses, 24 specialty or generalist presses). 
16 ASP administrative data. Lobet & Larivière (2018) report similar a distribution of award funds for the 2015-18 
period. 
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Figure 5. ASP applications submitted and awards granted, total # by publisher 2008-2017 

Data reported by Lobet & Larivière (2018) indicate that participation in ASP does not always reflect the 
size of output of the press, suggesting that some scholarly presses submit more of their manuscripts to 
ASP than others. Some possible reasons may include availability of other funding and press capacity. 
Specialty presses have received more funding from other federal funders than university presses in the 
past, and some have reported less capacity for the ASP application process17. University presses also 
range in size with corresponding capacity differences18. For example, in interviews, a small university 
press reported growing their participation in ASP once they had staff to ensure the quality of application 
packages and therefore likelihood of success.  

In sum. ASP makes a very substantial contribution to a small subset of university presses. ASP’s 
processes are aligned closely with publishers, particularly in areas such as peer review where university 
presses have most capacity: this alignment has increased over time (see Section 3.2.2 below). Scholarly 
publishers of all types report ASP contributing to their ability to invest in scholarly books of limited cost-
recovery potential, with secondary contributions in other areas (such as reputation). 

Relationship of ASP to other federal funding  

Two other federal agencies fund Canadian book publishers: Canadian Heritage (CH) and Canada Council 
for the Arts (CCA). High-level rationales for these agencies’ initiatives are similar to those expressed for 
ASP. They were described by CH and CCA representatives interviewed for the evaluation (n=2) and are 
also articulated in CH and CCA program documentation: Canadian publications are important but not 
always cost-effective due to small market (CH), and publishers are a mechanism through which 

                                                            

17 Lobet & Larivière (2018). Note these data are based on the period 2008-16, and predate changes in the CCA 
funding formula, see below. 
18 As reported in key informant interviews. Also reported by Lobet & Larivière (2018). 
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“Though the ASPP views its program in terms of 
'awards,' its longstanding relationship with Canadian 
publishers has been far more about making vital 
contributions to supporting the publishers in our 
mandates.” (University press representative) 

organizational goals can be met because of their capacity to advance work in the field of focus for the 
agency (CCA).  

CH and CCA’s criteria and funding mechanisms differ from ASP. Although publishers of ASP-funded 
books also access CCA and CH funding, ASP is the only federal funding that incentivizes publishers to 
take up SSH scholarly work. 

Of note: while overlap is not indicated, there is also little synergy and points of tension among federal 
initiatives have been identified at the publisher level. As CH funding is revenue-based19, a few publisher 
respondents to the evaluation raised concern that OA publication might impact their CH funding. With 
respect to CCA, Lobet & Larivière (2018) report potential for reduced access to federal funding for 
specialist publishers under updated CCA guidelines (2017), as some nonfiction fits neither CCA nor ASP 
criteria, placing financial pressure on these publishers. This concern was also noted in four key 
informant interviews for the evaluation20. 

 
Question 2. Do ASP objectives align with federal roles and priorities? 
 
 
ASP objectives 

Consensus was found in interviews with program representatives (n=4) and review of documents that 
ASP’s objectives align with federal roles and priorities. This is most evident with respect to priorities 
around building research excellence, in that ASP explicitly seeks to increase dissemination of Canadian 
SSH research and has an explicit focus on research excellence (see Appendix A). However, ASP’s 
objectives are very broadly stated, and this limits assessment of alignment at a more concrete level with 
SSHRC priorities or the objectives and goals of the parent Insight Program. 

ASP in practice 

As reported above, publishers prepare more than 90% of applications to ASP and receive and manage 
the funds in all cases. ASP is unusual for SSHRC in 
this respect. Although SSHRC does sometimes 
fund at the organizational level21, most SSHRC 
funding is applied for and received by 
researchers.  

                                                            

19 HC’s Canada Book Fund (CBF) distributes funds to Canadian publishers based on share of overall sales among 
Canadian presses. The CBF does not focus on scholarly publication, but it provides a level of funding to scholarly 
publishers that is close to that provided by ASP (Canadian Heritage, 2019, see also Lobet & Larivière, 2018). 
20 Two publishers, two federal program representatives. 
21 Examples include Aid to Scholarly Journals, the Research Support Fund and SSHRC Institutional Grants. 
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“Nobody publishes a book because someone gave us 
$8,000. We publish because we think the work is 
important.” (University press representative) 

ASP pursues its objectives via the work of 
publishers, and for this reason the relevance of 
ASP rests largely on alignment between SSHRC 
and scholarly publisher mandates to support 
Canadian SSH research. Among publishers responding to the survey (n=14), 70% describe mandates that 
include activities aligned with SSHRC priorities, and priorities of the Insight Program under which ASP is 
located. Most mandate descriptions reference Canadian populations or regions. Examples include focus 
on la francophonie canadienne; Canadian economy, cultural and social topics (e.g., gender and race 
studies, labour, environment); and Indigenous studies. A few emphasize focus on scholarly work that is 
also of interest and accessible to non-specialist audiences, reflecting a knowledge mobilization mandate. 
A few reference broader mandates such as Canadian perspectives on global issues. 

An estimated 44% of ASP-funded books between 2005-17 were focused on Canadian topics (Lobet & 
Larivière, 2018). Canadian authorship is part of eligibility requirements for ASP. Based on ASP data, half 
of all successful manuscripts between 2008-17 (50%) were outputs of SSHRC-funded research, and 32% 
of all successful manuscripts were led by first-time authors. 

In the publisher survey, most respondents who described their mandate reported that the loss of ASP 
funding would change their ability to pursue that mandate (71%, n=10)22. These respondents all 
described the impact in terms of reductions in their scholarly publishing programs, with most impact on 
titles that have smaller readership (e.g., Canadian-focused or emerging research areas) or that require 
more editorial investment (e.g., first-time authors).  

Equity, diversity and inclusion  

ASP’s explicit objectives (Appendix A) do not currently reflect SSHRC’s EDI priorities. This is likely 
because ASP’s objectives predate SSHRC’s formalized EDI commitment. ASP collects monitoring data in 
two related priorities: program participation by first-time authors and French-language publications.  

First-time authors. As noted above, about one-third of lead authors funded by ASP between 2008-17 
were first-time authors (32%). First-time authors were generally as successful as non-first-time authors, 
with an average success rate of 68.3% vs 71.2%. Submissions from first-time authors have increased 
over time, especially after 2013. 

Francophone authors. ASP data show lower than expected submissions and success rates for French-
language manuscripts. This likely relates to systemic barriers for francophone authors. 

Submissions. Between 2008-17, most manuscripts submitted to ASP were in English (85%), with 15% 
submitted in French. The proportion of French submissions is lower than expected, given that 23% of 
respondents to the researcher survey report French as their primary language in the workplace23, and an 
estimated 22% of Canadians report French as their mother tongue24. Of note, French-language 
                                                            

22 Two replied “no”, one replied “do not know” and one did not answer this question. 
23 70% of respondents reported primarily using English at work, and 7% reported using both equally. 
24 22% of the Canadian population report French as their mother tongue, StatsCan (2011) 
https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2011/as-sa/98-314-x/98-314-x2011003_1-eng.cfm. 

https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2011/as-sa/98-314-x/98-314-x2011003_1-eng.cfm
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submissions to ASP have varied over the study period from a high of 21% in 2008 to a low of 8% in 2013, 
rising again to nearly 18% of submissions by 2017.25  

Although 23% of researcher survey respondents report French as their primary language at work, when 
asked which language they typically use for book and journal article manuscripts, only 12% of 
respondents report French, 80% report English and 8% responded “it depends.” Respondents were 
asked if they had experienced any language barriers with respect to publishing their research. Of those 
responding in French, 61% (n=79) reported experiencing at least some barriers, compared with 9% of 
those responding in English (n=235)26. When asked to describe barriers, francophone researchers 
referred to lower value placed on French publications affecting career advancement and creating 
pressure to write in English, i.e. related to research assessment practices. A variety of more specific 
examples were provided by individual respondents, including reduced productivity due to writing in a 
second language and being asked to not cite French publications in the reference lists of English-
language publications.  

Success rates. French-language manuscripts have had a lower overall success rate with ASP than English-
language manuscripts. Among manuscripts for which a final decision is recorded in 2008-17, 65.6% of 
French-language manuscripts were approved for funding vs 75.3% of English-language manuscripts.  

This appears to relate to applications submitted by authors vs applications submitted by publishers. 
Applications submitted by authors have a lower overall success rate than those submitted by publishers, 
regardless of language (45.6% vs 75.2%), and French-language manuscripts are submitted more often by 
authors than are English manuscripts (21% vs 2%). When success rates by language and source of 
application are considered together, the gap between French and English-language is smaller, as shown 
in Table 1. 

Table 1. ASP success rates 2008-17, by submitter and language of manuscript 

 French language English language 
Publisher submissions 71.0% 75.8% 
Author submissions 44.1% 50.0% 

 
The higher success rate for manuscripts submitted by publishers likely relates to contributions 
publishers make to the manuscript before submission to ASP (see below, performance and quality). 
Although not studied in depth by this evaluation, the reason for a higher proportion of author-submitted 
applications among francophone authors may reflect structural differences in the publishing system27, 
differences in access to university presses and/or participation by francophone university presses in ASP.  

                                                            

25 The data indicate lower French-language representation (12.8%) among manuscripts with final decisions 
conferred (approved, rejected or ineligible) over this period, and that French language submissions were more 
likely to be closed without a final decision in the years prior to 2013 (26.5% vs 1.8% for English manuscripts). From 
2013, however, this proportion has been the same (0.6% for both French and English-language manuscripts). 
26 Based on language chosen to complete the survey. Researchers were also asked which language they use most 
often at work. Of those reporting primary use of French (n=73), 55% report experiencing at least some barriers, 
compared to 7% of those reporting primarily using English (n=220), and 61% of those who report using French and 
English about equally (n=21). 
27 i.e., differences in proportion of specialty presses vs university presses. 
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Publisher EDI activities. As noted above, the degree of alignment between publisher and SSHRC 
priorities is important in the context of ASP. Publishers were asked in the survey if their press had 
undertaken any activities explicitly aimed at increasing equitable and inclusive participation in scholarly 
publishing (for example, efforts to increase the diversity of the editorial or publications board or to 
increase diversity of topics or scholars published). Just over half (55%) replied “yes”. They were also 
asked if any such activities are planned for the next 12 months: just under half (45%) replied “yes”. 

Description of EDI activities ranged from general statements of commitment to equity and reference to 
individual book projects, to specifically serving minority communities either as a focus of the press or as 
a dedicated program. For example, references were made to francophone and Indigenous authors.  

In sum. ASP’s objectives align generally with federal priorities in terms of research dissemination. ASP’s 
objectives are very broadly articulated, limiting assessment on a concrete level with SSHRC or Insight 
Program priorities. The funding mechanism is not designed to allow actively targeting funds to areas in 
the research community where relevance of ASP appears highest, or where opportunities are indicated 
to advance inclusion or equity, such as for francophone authors28. However, in practice, the data 
suggest alignment with some priorities, e.g., in the proportion of funded manuscripts on Canadian topics 
or by first-time book authors. The funding is reported to increase capacity of publishers to pursue 
mandates to support Canadian research and researchers.  

3.0 Performance 
 
 
Question 3. What contribution has ASP funding made to quantity, quality and dissemination of 
published Canadian SSH research? 
 
 
The three parts to this question, quantity, quality and dissemination, are reported separately below. The 
dissemination component focused on accessibility and discoverability because this was a joint 
evaluation with ASJ and ASJ actively incentivizes activities in this area. This component was studied in 
less depth for ASP, but some information is provided below as background for the program. 

3.1 Conclusions 
Quantity. The findings indicate a contribution to quantity. This contribution is largely indirect, through 
an increase in publisher capacity to invest in scholarly books. 

Quality. ASP does not contribute directly to the quality of individual manuscripts. However, the 
competitive nature of ASP may have an indirect effect by incentivizing additional work at the publisher 

                                                            

28 For more information on SSHRC’s commitment under the Official Languages Policy, see https://www.sshrc-
crsh.gc.ca/about-au_sujet/policies-politiques/statements-enonces/ola-llo-eng.aspx. 

https://www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca/about-au_sujet/policies-politiques/statements-enonces/ola-llo-eng.aspx
https://www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca/about-au_sujet/policies-politiques/statements-enonces/ola-llo-eng.aspx
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level to raise review ratings before applying to ASP. ASP requires adherence to guidelines for peer 
review, which may support some consistency across applications. 

Dissemination. ASP contributes to dissemination of research in simple terms by increasing the number 
of publications. There is some limited evidence of a small, secondary contribution of ASP in other areas, 
for example increased publisher capacity for marketing and promotion.  

3.2 Detailed findings 
3.2.1 Contribution to the quantity of research published 

ASP was proposed to contribute to the quantity of published research as follows29:  

1. Direct contribution. The ASP award for each book provides a direct input to the publication cost of 
that book, without which the book would not be published.  

2. Indirect contribution. Publishers make decisions about size of their overall publishing program 
based on anticipated funding from ASP. 

Direct contribution 

Past evaluations30 have assessed whether ASP makes a direct contribution to the number of published 
books by asking successful applicants to consider what would have happened with their book project 
had it not been awarded funding, and asking unsuccessful applicants about outcomes of their unfunded 
book projects31. Overall, these evaluations concluded that a majority of books denied ASP funding would 
have been published anyway. A similar finding was reported by Lobet & Larivière (2018). 

These previous findings are also supported by data from key informant interviews with publishers for 
this evaluation. The majority of publishers interviewed (81%, n=9) reported they would attempt to 
publish a book, even if unsuccessful with ASP, because of the investment already made in the book. Key 
informants also reported, however, that availability to authors of alternate funding is an important 
factor in their ability to publish without ASP. This suggests that lack of ASP funding may be differentially 
felt by some researchers because resources available to authors may relate to their discipline, career 
stage and/or institutional affiliation. Book publications also typically reflect several years of work for a 
researcher and do not fall easily within the funding period of SSHRC grants to researchers. 

The outcomes of 120 unsuccessful applications from 2013 were traced for this evaluation to further 
assess the possibility of a direct effect of funding: 13 of these 120 manuscripts were resubmitted to ASP 
at a later date and approved. The remaining 107 did not receive ASP funding: 90% of these were later 
published (n=96); 83% were published within two years of being denied funding (2013-15); and 79% 
were published by the same publisher named on the application.  

                                                            

29 Based on input from program management and data collected from program documentation for the draft theory 
of change. 
30 Rideau Research Associates Ltd (1991); Goss Gilroy Inc (2004). 
31 These approaches were taken as neither pre-program data nor a similar (unfunded) comparison group are 
available to assess the impact of ASPP funding on the quantity of books published. 
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The number of books published after delay of more than two years (n=7) or with a different publisher 
(n=9) was too small for subgroup analysis to investigate differential impact, for example by discipline or 
career stage of the author. Overall, however, 21% of the cohort (n=23) were delayed, had to change 
publisher, or could not be found and are assumed to have been not published. 

Publishers were advised in the survey that other data had indicated that a majority of unsuccessful 
books are published without ASP funding. Publishers were asked if this was accurate for their own press: 
58% agreed (n=11). However, one-third responded in the negative (32%, n=6). 

Publishers who agreed that this was accurate for their press (n=11) were asked how they typically 
compensate for the absence of ASP funding. Multiple approaches are taken, primarily drawing from the 
existing budget of the press (83%) and requesting the author find other funding (83%, see Figure 6).  

 
Figure 6. Methods to compensate for lack of ASP funding to enable publication of a manuscript (% publishers 
identifying each method) (n=11)  

Publishers were asked if unsuccessful books were affected in any other way by a lack of ASP funding. All 
but one respondent replied “yes” (n=17). Fifteen publishers provided information on other types of 
impact, including delays to the project while other funding is sought, reductions in production costs 
(e.g., fewer images) and reductions in marketing/promotion, even if other funding is found as the 
amount may not be comparable to ASP. If other funds are not found, some publishers reported that 
they would then abandon the project. 

In sum. While some manuscripts would be abandoned if not funded by ASP, the majority are published 
anyway by the applicant publisher and others are published elsewhere (by other publishers). 

Indirect contribution to quantity 

Data suggest ASP funding acts to increase the number of scholarly books published in Canada. This is 
primarily by influencing publisher decisions about future books based on their history of funding from 
ASP and expectation of future funding. 
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Publishers were asked in the survey to estimate the number of new scholarly book projects their press 
will accept for review over the next 12 months and, as a follow up question, how many they would be 
likely to accept if there was no opportunity to 
receive ASP awards. A total of 11 publishers were 
able to provide estimates for both scenarios32. 
Individual responses varied, from no change with or 
without ASP (n=3) to no scholarly books produced at 
all in the absence of ASP (n=1). Remaining responses 
ranged between a 25% to 61% estimated reduction 
in scholarly book projects, depending on the 
publisher. Collectively, these 11 publishers report 
plans to accept 721 new projects for review in the 
next 12 months but estimate a total of 406 if ASP were not available, an overall estimated reduction of 
45% (Figure 7).  

Data reported above in the section on relevance support these results. Participants in key informant 
interviews and respondents to the survey to publishers consistently and universally reported that ASP 
contributes to the overall amount of scholarly research they can publish: 68% of survey respondents 
(n=19) reported that an absence of ASP funding would have a major adverse impact on the number of 
scholarly books they produce. Data reported by Lobet & Larivière (2018) on 11 university presses over 
the period 2008-16 suggest that ASP contributed funds to 28% of titles published by these presses over 
that period on average, and to 50% of titles of the three presses participating most in ASP (Group 1, 
Figure 5, above). 

Differential impact by type of book. In the survey, publishers were also asked whether a lack of ASPP 
funding would impact decisions about the type of book they accept. These responses were consistent 
with Phase 1 data and responses to other questions in the survey, namely that the impact would be felt 
most by those books with the least likelihood of cost recovery, including: Canadian topics, Canadian 
authors, first-time authors, and topics with specialized audiences or in new fields. 

                                                            

32 Three could not estimate the next 12 months generally, and five others could not estimate the number in 
absence of ASPP 

“ASPP funding not only keeps our program going but it allows us to support and champion emerging 
disciplines, emerging academics’ new works, and critical works that are not yet mainstream…The ASPP not 
only underwrites the ability to take risks … but also is a backbone to how the press finances itself. It 
underwrites basically the premise of a university press in Canada, I think.” (University press representative) 

 

Figure 7. Total new book projects projected by 
publishers with and without ASP (n=11) 
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In sum. The data suggest that ASP does increase the number of scholarly books published, primarily 
through increasing publishers’ anticipated capacity for risk on titles of high scholarly value and/or 
aligned with their mandate but not commercially viable. Although, at an individual book level, most 
books that are not successful with ASP are published anyway, the absence of ASP funding entirely would 
reduce Canadian scholarly publishing capacity. The proposed disproportionate effect on some 
researchers and topics may affect those who are reported to face challenges publishing outside of 
Canada. Note that this conclusion is based mainly on self-report data by recipients of funding and, given 
the absence of baseline or comparative data, the findings are not definitive. However, data are 
consistent across multiple sources and methods in support of this conclusion. 

3.2.2 Quality outcomes 

The evaluation did not find evidence that ASP contributes directly to the quality of manuscripts it funds. 
ASP does not have a mechanism in its design to contribute to the quality of individual manuscripts 
directly, and most manuscripts are already highly developed by publishers before submission to ASP.  

All publishers interviewed for this evaluation (n=11), including both specialty and university presses, 
reported that ASP does not play a role in the quality of manuscripts because the quality is based within 
the research and on quality standards that the presses are motivated to uphold regardless of ASP, 
including peer-review standards. 

Since 2014, publishers have had the option to provide the two peer reviews required for a manuscript 
with their applications, and respondents to the survey confirmed that they always submit both peer 
reviews to ASP33. Alternatively, ASP will arrange for one of the two peer reviews if both are not supplied. 
Two respondents stated that control over the peer-review process allows for important editorial work to 
take place, as well as recruitment of appropriate reviewers who will contribute to the quality of the 
manuscript. In other comments, most respondents replied that they would only submit if the 
manuscript had received excellent reviews because the chances of success with ASP are otherwise low. 
To a separate question, 79% of publisher respondents to the survey reported the ratings of peer 
reviewers were important or very important to the decision to apply to ASP.  
                                                            

33 One respondent answered “do not know.” 

“An absence of ASPP funding would mean for my press that we would need to publish fewer Canadian 
monographs, or monographs [ad]dressing Canadian subjects for which we feel the market is small or uncertain. 
This will disproportionately and negatively affect emerging scholars and fields of study, diverse populations, 
and work with a regional focus. It will place a particular challenge to supporting Indigenous scholarship, for 
example.” (University press representative) 

“[B]ooks by first-time authors most often require a greater investment of editorial and production staff 
resources. Without ASPP funding, we would have to limit, quite severely, the number of first-time authors we 
publish. Similarly, certain fields sell better than others, sometimes substantially, so again we would almost 
inevitably have to choose to publish scholars working in more ‘popular’ fields.” (University press 
representative) 
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“There is often a long way between even the best submitted manuscripts and what in our view is publishable. 
Where we see potential in a manuscript, we give direction to authors, both before and after peer review, in 
revising their manuscripts. Often, we will engage a re-review by one or more of our original peer reviewers... 
This process, we have found, improves the odds of a manuscript winning the ASPP lottery. Whether or not this 
ultimately results in a book that we publish, we see this endeavour as part of the service that we, as a 
university press, can contribute to the scholarly research process.” (University press representative) 

 

Publishers were asked in the survey how long their press typically works on a book project before 
submitting an application to ASP. The mean response was 7.6 months and the median was 6.0 months.  

When both reviews are submitted by the publisher, ASP does not review the entire manuscript. The ASP 
review committee considers the submitted peer reviews, the introductory and concluding chapters of 
the manuscript, table of contents and bibliography. Although authors are able to submit to ASP directly, 
and ASP will coordinate both peer review of these manuscripts, applications made by authors have an 
average success rate of more than 25% lower than manuscripts submitted by publishers (see relevance 
section, above). This is a primary reason why authors are encouraged by ASP to submit their 
manuscripts through a publisher rather than directly to ASP34.  

ASP funding may contribute to quality indirectly by increasing publisher capacity to maintain their 
quality processes. When asked to project impact of loss of ASP funding, 58% of publisher respondents 
(n=11) reported at least some impact on their ability to apply quality assurance processes and the extent 
of support they provide to authors, although one-third (n=6) reported no impact in either of these areas. 

ASP requires a standard of single-blind peer review and adherence to conflict-of-interest guidelines, and 
in this way provides a form of audit function. ASP also provides a peer review form that publishers are 
required to use, which may provide some consistency in coverage of reviews across applications. In the 
survey and interviews, most respondents described their press routinely following a more extensive 
peer-review processes than required by ASP, while a few described the ASP’s requirements as excessive. 

3.2.3 Dissemination outcomes 

The strongest evidence of a contribution by ASP to dissemination of research is simply by contributing to 
the amount of research available in published form. This is the contribution ASP has been designed to 
make and ASP does not provide incentives in specific areas of accessibility or discoverability. There is 
limited evidence of secondary contribution of ASP in other areas. This is reported below with other 
information collected to provide information to ASP. 

Marketing and promotion capacity. 45% of publishers responding to the survey (n=9) report that ASP 
has been important or very important in their ability to pursue marketing and promotion of scholarly 
books. This is also an area where about half of publisher respondents (53%) projected major impact in 
the absence of ASP. Descriptions of marketing and promotional activities include promotion at events, 
advertizing, submissions of books for prizes and book reviews, catalogue listings and social media 
promotion. A few respondents to the survey highlighted the importance of distribution networks to 
                                                            

34 See information for authors at http://www.ideas-idees.ca/aspp/authors. 

http://www.ideas-idees.ca/aspp/authors
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enabling discovery by readers, i.e., partnerships between aggregators, distributors, wholesalers and the 
publishers’ own sales personnel. One respondent remarked that current practices to increase 
discoverability are a reflection of how academics usually seek new books in their field. 

Translation. ASP offers translation grants to increase access to research across languages, but only five 
grants are offered each year. These grants have experienced lower than expected uptake, which has 
been attributed to the small amount of the grant relative to cost of translation and publication (Lobet & 
Larivière, 2018). Of publishers responding to the survey, 84% (n=16) report being aware of the grant and 
half (53%) have applied for a translation grant.  

Digital publication. In the survey, publishers report that most books are published in both digital and 
print (76%), with a slightly higher percentage of ASP-funded books published in both formats (81%). A 
minority of books continue to be published print-only (23% overall and 19% of ASP-funded). Publisher 
participants in key informant interviews (n=11) did not attribute their transition to digital publishing to 
ASP. This is supported by data from document reviews suggesting that the size of ASP is insufficient to 
change practices in the sector at this level. Interview participants reported a continued strong 
preference for print books among audiences and a weak market for digital books. As a result, publishers 
who have transitioned to digital continue to maintain print publishing.  

Discoverability. Publishers were asked to indicate if, over the past 12 months, their press had used any 
of a set of discoverability practices compiled from Phase 1 results, a framework developed by the 
Scholarly Publishing and Academic Resources Coalition (SPARC) and Public Library of Science (PLOS)35 
and consultation with publisher representatives piloting the survey. Most publishers indicate they have 
undertaken indexing of published books (85%) and have allowed book metadata to be machine readable 
(65%). One-quarter (25%) of respondents were unsure if they had used MARC records, standard 
document identifiers or international standard author identifiers, although one publisher noted that 
some of these practices are undertaken by book distributors and wholesalers. One respondent noted 
use of other metadata standards specific to the book industry (e.g., ONIX fields). 

Publishers were also asked how important ASP funding has been to their ability to pursue each of the 
discoverability practices they report: 44% of those indexing published books said that ASP funding has 
been very important or important to their ability to pursue the practice (n=7), but 37% reported ASP to 
be of minimal or no importance. 40% of those who indicated that their press has undertaken other 
activities (e.g. machine-readable metadata) reported that ASP funding has been very important or 
important in this (n=6), but 47% reported that ASP was of minimal or no importance. 

                                                            

35 This framework is intended to evolve the assessment of “Open Access” beyond a binary OA /Not OA assessment 
to a more informative and nuanced assessment about the extent to which publication is “Open”, which considers 
“a range of components such as readership, reuse, copyright, posting, and machine readability” (SPARC, 2014). As 
this is pertinent to SSHRC’s objective to increase accessibility and discoverability of SSH research, we drew from 
this framework to collect benchmark data on current practices. H however, we adapted the list in consultation 
with publisher pilot participants.  
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Open Access. Publishers were also asked in the survey to report the share of their scholarly books 
overall and the share of their ASP-funded books they currently make available in OA. Among those 
providing an answer, 14.6% of all scholarly books published in the past 12 months were made available 
as OA (16 respondents) and 16.6% of ASP-funded books were made available as OA (13 respondents). 
Publishers reported that 10% of their OA titles are backlist titles (i.e. previously published in non-OA, 
and later made OA). Of the 20 publisher survey respondents, three report plans to increase OA 
publication over the next two years; 10 report no plan to increase OA publication; and six are unsure. 

OA enablers and barriers. Publishers identified enablers and barriers for their press related to OA 
publication. All respondents to this question (n=8) identified the importance of funding. In addition, two 
university press respondents mentioned philosophical support from their academic institution, and one 
respondent noted growing awareness and perceived credibility of OA, and improvements in use of 
metadata, social media and other promotion to address structural barriers to OA in the distribution 
system. 

Publishers were asked to indicate what sources of revenue and/or funding support have helped offset 
the cost of publishing OA. The most frequent responses were external funding to the press from 
government or foundations (63%), support to the press from an academic institution (50%) and funds 
raised by authors (50%, see Figure 8). 

 
Figure 8. Publisher reported sources of revenue and/or funding to offset cost of OA (n=8). 
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“As it stands, we aim to break even through sales over the first three 
years of the life of a title. We do not always succeed… even a mission-
driven publisher with a cost-recovery business model cannot make 
books O/A as a matter of course, as it would undermine our ability to 
sustain our publishing program.” (University press representative) 

The same respondents (n=8) also 
reported barriers to OA 
publication. Nearly all 
respondents to this question 
reported lack of funding and/or 
impact on revenue as the most important barrier. One respondent noted that they could not publish a 
book in OA that had market potential, as the revenue from sales of these books subsidizes other aspects 
of their publishing process. Three respondents also mentioned potential impact on other (revenue-
based) funding as a barrier; two of these named the Canada Book Fund. 

Distribution system. A second barrier mentioned by multiple respondents was that the distribution 
system disfavours OA books, because most aggregators do not carry OA books and library wholesalers 
do not make OA books visible. As reported by one respondent: “Discoverability has been a challenge, as 
the library wholesalers from whom most institutions receive information about publications do not, 
understandably, include the free option [of the book] in the data they transmit to their customers. 
Improved metadata, social media marketing and other promotion have helped us offset this” (University 
press representative). 

Other reported barriers include author disinterest and intellectual property rights, and restrictions in 
some communities about circulation of knowledge and cultural material (e.g., among Indigenous 
communities). With respect to author interest in OA, respondents to the researcher survey who had 
published with a Canadian book publisher (n=164) were asked about the importance of OA options for 
selection of a book publisher. Nearly half (46%) replied that OA options are of little or no importance to 
them (Figure 9). The results were similar across language, disciplinary categories and career stage36.  

 

Figure 9. Importance of OA options in selection of book publisher, authors of Canadian-published 
titles (n=164). 

                                                            

36 Although established researchers were less likely to report OA as essential or very important compared with 
early and mid-career researchers, similar proportions reported OA as of little or no importance. 
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These results suggest less interest in OA book publication compared with OA journal publication. A 
similar question was asked about importance of OA for selecting a scholarly journal publisher to all 
researchers in the survey (n=314). To this question, 19% replied that OA options were important or 
essential and 25% replied OA options were of little or no importance at all. The difference may in part be 
due to OA having become more established in journal publication than in book publication to date. 

In sum. While ASP is not designed to incentivize activities related to accessibility and discoverability of 
books, some secondary contribution is suggested by publishers, primarily with respect to increased 
capacity for marketing and promotion. Scholarly book publishers report low capacity for the risk 
involved to transition to OA or ability to replace revenues that would be lost through OA. Structural 
barriers to OA and weak demand in the research community are also reported.  

4.0 Cost efficiency 
 
 
Question 4. Is ASP delivered in a cost-efficient manner? 
 

 
4.1 Conclusion 
ASP’s cost efficiency ratio is substantially higher than the average for Research Grants and Partnerships. 
This is attributable to two characteristics of ASP: 

1. The funding mechanism, which requires substantial resource investment per application.  
2. Minimal opportunity for economy of scale. ASP has a more resource-intensive funding model 

but only half the grant funds of ASJ (for example). Moreover, unlike ASJ, ASP is unable to share 
overhead costs with other programs delivered by SSHRC (e.g., IT, accounting). 

In other words, ASP’s cost efficiency ratio is high, but for structural reasons rather than inefficiencies in 
its delivery. Improving ASP cost efficiency in a substantial way would require changes to the funding 
delivery mechanism.  

4.2 Detailed findings 
SSHRC typically assesses cost efficiency by calculating the ratio between a program’s operating costs and 
grant funds awarded (the operating ratio). Data for this analysis were supplied by the office of Awards 
Management, Compliance and Accountability at SSHRC. As ASP is delivered by the FHSS, additional data 
were collected from FHSS public reports on grant funds allocated, in order to isolate operating 
expenditures from award funds disbursed. The quantitative results were also reviewed with two 
representatives of FHSS management in a one-hour group interview to contextualize the results and 
gather information on primary cost drivers for ASP.  

ASP efficiency ratios are presented in Table 2 for the four fiscal years 2015-16 to 2018-19.  
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Table 2. ASP Program Expenditures and Efficiency Ratios 
SSHRC 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 Average
SSHRC Operating Expenditures
     Direct Salary $7,052 $7,088 $7,176 $22,893 $11,052
     Direct Non-Salary (Includes Employee Benefits Plan (EBP)) $21,600 $0 $0 $595 $5,549
  Total Direct $28,652 $7,088 $7,176 $23,488 $16,601
  Indirect $27,685 $30,016 $27,937 $8,453 $23,523
SSHRC Total Operating Expenditures (A) $56,337 $37,104 $35,113 $31,941 $40,124
Total Grant Funds Dispersed to FHSS (B) $1,808,550 $1,808,550 $1,808,550 $1,808,550 $1,808,550
SSHRC Total Program Expenditures (C=A+B) $1,864,887 $1,845,654 $1,843,663 $1,840,491 $1,848,674
SSHRC Operating Ratio (¢:$1) Expenditures to Grant Funds awarded (A/B) $0.031 $0.021 $0.019 $0.018 $0.022
SSHRC Operating Expenditure as a percentage of Total Program 
Expenditure (A/C) 3.02% 2.01% 1.90% 1.74% 2.17%
FHSS
FHSS Total Operating Expenditures (D) $316,550 $304,550 $304,550 $268,550 $298,550
Publication Grants Awarded $1,480,000 $1,480,000 $1,408,000 $1,480,000 $1,462,000
Translation Grants Awarded $12,000 $24,000 $96,000 $60,000 $48,000
Total Grant Funds Dispersed to Publishers (E ) $1,492,000 $1,504,000 $1,504,000 $1,540,000 $1,510,000
FHSS Total Program Expenditures (F=D+E) $1,808,550 $1,808,550 $1,808,550 $1,808,550 $1,808,550
FHSS Operating Ratio (¢:$1) Expenditures to Grant Funds awarded (D/E) $0.212 $0.202 $0.202 $0.174 $0.198
FHSS Operating Expenditure as % of Total Program Expenditure (D/F) 17.50% 16.84% 16.84% 14.85% 16.51%
Overall
Total Program Operating Expenditures (A+D) $372,887 $341,654 $339,663 $300,491 $338,674
Total Grant Funds Awarded (E ) $1,492,000 $1,504,000 $1,504,000 $1,540,000 $1,510,000
Total Program Expenditures (C ) $1,864,887 $1,845,654 $1,843,663 $1,840,491 $1,848,674
Total Program Operating Ratio (¢:$1) Total Operating Expenditures to 
Total Grant Funds Awarded (A+D/E) $0.250 $0.227 $0.226 $0.195 $0.224
Total Program Operating Expenditure as % of Total Program Expenditure 
(A+D/C) 20.00% 18.51% 18.42% 16.33% 18.32%
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Over this period, ASP cost between 19.5ȼ to 25.0ȼ to administer for every $1.00 granted, with an 
average of 22.4ȼ/$1.00 over the period. Overall operating expenditures for ASP ranged from 16.3% to 
20.0% of total program expenditures, with an average of 18.3% over the period. The operating ratio for 
ASP has remained fairly consistent over the period. Notably, the evaluation of ASP in 2004 reported 
administrative costs of approximately 22% of the budget (Goss Gilroy Inc., 2004), indicating that 
administrative costs have fallen slightly over the past 15 years, despite inflation. 

SSHRC does not have other opportunities that operate on a similar model. As a result, we were unable 
to directly compare cost efficiencies with another program. The average cost efficiency for programs in 
the Research Grants and Partnerships portfolio, of which ASP is included, was 3.84ȼ/$1.00 in 2018-19. 
Representatives from FHSS were asked about the primary costs to deliver ASP. Three primary cost 
categories were identified: 

1. Human resources. HR costs include the salary of a full-time, bilingual program officer, who is 
responsible for overall program coordination, including coordinating the review of manuscripts. 
In addition, four other FHSS staff allocate a portion of their time to ASP. There are also episodic 
HR costs typical to an organization, for example, training and onboarding of new staff. 

2. Promotion. This category includes raising awareness of ASP among researchers. Examples 
include communications via the FHSS website, events for emerging scholars at the Congress of 
the Humanities and Social Sciences, and participation in French-language publication events to 
increase program awareness among francophone academics and publishers. 

3. Infrastructure / capital. A database for ASP carries some cost under this category. 

5.0 Alternatives 
 
Question 5. What viable alternative approaches have been identified that SSHRC could consider to 
increase dissemination of original Canadian research results in the social sciences and humanities? 
 
 
In consultation with the EAC, this question was directed at describing government interventions to 
support OA publishing as reported in the peer-reviewed literature. This literature focuses almost entirely 
on journal publication, and findings from the review are therefore included in the report for ASJ. A very 
brief synopsis is provided below. For ASP, data were also collected on strengths and weaknesses of the 
current funding delivery mechanism, given changes in the context and the amount of time since the last 
evaluation. 

Strengths and weaknesses of the ASP model. ASP operates on a model of continuous intake of 
applications and individual small grant (per book) adjudication. Applications for about 250 manuscripts 
are processed each year and funds to awarded books are dispersed after each book is published, on 
receipt of publication information (Appendix A). Interview participants (including publishers, sector 
stakeholders and program management) and publisher survey respondents volunteered comments on 
strengths and weaknesses of the ASP funding model, as follows: 
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Strengths: 
• As a merit-based funding model, ASP avoids incentivizing quantity over quality, and provides 

recognition to authors and publishers. 
• ASP brings authors and publishers together in a pragmatic way to contribute to the 

development of each book. Manuscripts are well developed before funding is committed. 
• A strong sense of ownership over the program is felt by the scholarly and publishing community, 

attributed in part to participation as reviewers, authors and editors of books. 
• Authors can direct the award to a publisher of their choice, so long as the publisher is ASP-

eligible37, although most applications are submitted by publishers and redirection is rare. 
• Publishers are able to use the funds flexibly, which is important given diversity of books, readers 

and publishers. 
• ASP is not revenue-based and therefore does not disincentivize OA publication. 
• In the survey, most publishers (79%, n=13) agreed “to a great extent” that ASP’s model creates 

additional incentive for publishers to publish books of high scholarly value, even if not 
commercially viable. A majority also reported that, in their view, the model “to a great extent” 
ensures that public funds directly support scholarly books (77%) and ensures that funds go to 
books that make a substantial contribution to the relevant field or discipline (71%).  

• About half of publisher respondents to the survey (53%) agreed “to a great extent” that the 
process was fair for different types of authors. 

Weaknesses: 
• ASP is resource-intensive for SSHRC and FHSS. Operating cost to funds awarded is very high. 
• The individual adjudication process delays the publication of both successful and unsuccessful 

manuscripts. 
• Applications are resource-intensive for publishers, requiring capacity to participate in ASP which 

may advantage some publishers. 
• Ambiguity around whether ASP is an author or a publisher program creates challenges for 

stakeholders to understand ASP and for program planning. 
• ASP’s objectives are broad and ambitious, but the funding envelope is small.  
• There is minimal flexibility to target funding to priority areas or areas of relevance in the 

research community. 
• In the survey, publishers provided mixed responses on whether the process is fair for different 

types of publishers (40% agreed to a great extent; 40% slightly agreed; 20% did not agree). 
• Most publisher survey respondents did not agree or agreed only slightly that ASP provides 

important feedback to authors (35% did not agree; 41% agreed slightly) or increases peer-
review quality (47% did not agree; 42% agreed slightly). 

In sum. Although ASP’s funding model is resource-intensive for multiple parties involved, it has some 
advantages to be considered if alternative delivery mechanisms are explored. 
                                                            

37 Canadian publishers meeting the criteria published at: http://www.ideas-
idees.ca/sites/default/files/sites/default/uploads/aspp/aspp-eligibility-criteria-publishers-en.pdf 

http://www.ideas-idees.ca/sites/default/files/sites/default/uploads/aspp/aspp-eligibility-criteria-publishers-en.pdf
http://www.ideas-idees.ca/sites/default/files/sites/default/uploads/aspp/aspp-eligibility-criteria-publishers-en.pdf
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Interventions by governments for OA publishing. Four primary categories of government funding 
interventions to increase OA were identified in the literature38: funding directly to researchers (for 
example, to pay OA processing charges); institutional-level funding (e.g., block grants to academic 
institutions to pay OA charges on behalf of affiliated researchers); publisher or journal-level funding 
(e.g., to provide OA publication options at low or no charge to authors); and system-level funding for OA 
infrastructure (e.g. OA portals, workflow software, funding consortia). 

Advantages and disadvantages have been documented for all the approaches identified in the literature. 
Primary themes in this work include the strong influence of researcher incentive systems on OA uptake, 
including practices for assessment of research publications in academic institutions. Attention to 
incentive systems and research assessment methods39 are reported to be important for any strategy to 
support transition to OA. A second primary theme relates to unanticipated effects of funder 
interventions, which highlight the limited direct control of funders over outcomes and the dynamic 
nature of the environment. This suggests consultation and ongoing monitoring are necessary to mitigate 
adverse effects. A final theme is the importance of alignment among various funder policies and a need 
to support the development of common standards and best practices for discoverability in the sector. 

6.0 Conclusions and recommendations 
6.1 Conclusions 
 
Relevance 

ASP is relevant to researchers; however, importance is highly concentrated in specific SSH disciplines 
and areas of research. While researchers participate in ASP from a wide variety of SSH disciplines, ASP is 
used most intensively by those in a subset, both in humanities (e.g., history, languages and literature) 
and social sciences (e.g., political science). Book-length format is rated by a majority of surveyed 
researchers in these disciplines as highly important for publication, source material and career 
progression. ASP is also relevant to researchers who report particular added value from collaboration 
with Canadian publishers (e.g., first time authors, authors writing in French, researchers working on 
topics that require Canadian contextual knowledge). Overall, an estimated 16.7% of Canadian SSH 
researchers have published with a Canadian book publisher. Among those surveyed in this group, about 
one-third described adverse impact on their book if they were not able to publish in Canada. 

ASP is highly relevant to Canadian scholarly publishers, especially university presses. ASP contributes 
to publisher capacity to invest in books that are of high scholarly value but have limited potential for 
cost recovery (i.e., due to a specialized or national audience). There is no equivalent to ASP funding 

                                                            

38 It is important to note that most of the literature on OA is focused on publication of journal articles; there is still 
limited research on OA book publication. 
39 For example, support to the DORA Declaration. 
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among other federal programs, and other federal funding does not incentivize scholarly publication. In 
the period under study, over 90% of ASP awards went to a subset of 10 university presses. 

Alignment is evident between ASP and SSHRC priorities. ASP’s objectives are very broadly articulated, 
limiting assessment of alignment at a concrete level with SSHRC or Insight Program priorities. The 
funding mechanism is not designed to actively target funds to specific priority areas or to areas in the 
research community where relevance of ASP appears highest. However, the data suggest alignment in 
practice with some priorities, e.g., an estimated 50% of awards are to outputs of SSHRC-funded 
research, 44% to manuscripts on Canadian topics and 32% to those led by first-time book authors.  

In practice, the relevance of ASP rests on the alignment between SSHRC and scholarly publisher 
mandates to support Canadian SSH research. This is because ASP pursues its objectives via the work of 
publishers. Although ASP is explicitly a program for researchers (as an award for authors), more than 
90% of applications are developed and submitted by publishers: the publisher selects which manuscripts 
to submit, coordinates peer review, invests in editorial development of the manuscript before 
application, submits the application, and receives and manages the awarded funds.  

ASP’s objectives do not yet incorporate EDI. ASP collects monitoring data in two related areas: 
participation by first-time authors and French-language publications. The data indicate ASP is important 
for first-time authors. Challenges exist related to systemic barriers for francophone authors.  

Performance 

The findings indicate that ASP is achieving its primary intended objective to support research 
dissemination by contributing to the amount of SSH research published. Given the absence of baseline 
or comparative data, the findings are not definitive. However, data across multiple sources support the 
conclusion that ASP does increase publisher capacity to take risk on titles of high scholarly value and/or 
aligned with their mandate but not commercially viable. The absence of ASP would reduce Canadian 
scholarly publishing capacity, with disproportionate effect on some researchers and topics.  

The evaluation did not find evidence that ASP contributes directly to the quality of manuscripts it funds. 
ASP does not have a mechanism to contribute to the quality of manuscripts directly, although it upholds 
a consistent peer-review standard for submissions. As quality processes are already embedded in 
upstream research and scholarly publication practices, ASP may be best positioned to contribute 
through indirect support, i.e., by directing funding to where quality standards are demonstrably high.  

ASP is not designed to incentivize activities related to accessibility and discoverability of books. 
However, a small secondary contribution of ASP is reported by publishers, primarily with respect to 
increased capacity for marketing and promotion. Scholarly book publishers report low capacity for the 
risk involved to transition to OA or ability to replace revenues that would be lost through OA. Structural 
barriers to OA and weak demand in the research community are also reported. 

Cost efficiency 
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ASP’s cost efficiency ratio is high with operating costs at 22¢ per $1 in grant funds awarded. This ratio is 
substantially higher than the average for Research Grants and Partnerships. This is attributable to two 
characteristics of ASP: 

1. The funding mechanism, which requires substantial resource investment per applicant.  
2. Minimal opportunity for economy of scale. ASP has a more resource-intensive funding model 

but only half the grant funds of ASJ (for example). Moreover, unlike ASJ, ASP is unable to share 
overhead costs with other programs delivered by SSHRC (e.g., IT, accounting). 

In other words, ASP’s cost efficiency ratio is high, but for structural reasons rather than inefficiencies in 
its delivery. Improving ASP cost efficiency in a substantial way would require changes to the funding 
delivery mechanism.  

Alternatives 

Both strengths and weaknesses were reported for ASP’s funding model. As examples: the current model 
avoids incentivizing quantity over quality and offers flexibility in use of funds, which is important given 
the diversity in SSH books and in the publishing sector. However, the process delays publication of 
manuscripts and provides minimal flexibility for SSHRC to target funding to priority areas or where 
relevance is most concentrated. Other strengths and weaknesses are documented above. Although 
ASP’s funding model is resource-intensive for the multiple parties involved, including authors and 
publishers, it has advantages to be considered if alternative delivery mechanisms are explored. 

6.2 Recommendations 
Recommendation 1. Continue to offer support for long-form publishing of Canadian SSH research. The 
funding fills a niche not addressed by other funding, is relevant to Canadian researchers, and provides 
capacity for the publication of research that is important for SSH and Canada.  

Recommendation 2. Develop more fully articulated and concrete objectives for ASP. ASP’s objectives 
are broad and ambitious for its small size and the concentrated relevance of the funding for SSH 
research. A set of more concrete objectives is needed for program management and SSHRC to situate 
and guide the funding opportunity.  

The following should be considered: 

• ASP is currently a funding opportunity within SSHRC’s Insight Program. Objectives should 
consider the goals of ASP’s parent program and where the funding is most needed to advance 
SSH research. 

• A debate about whether ASP is an author program or a publisher program has existed for at 
least 30 years40. The ambiguity is confusing for stakeholders, complicates program development 

                                                            

40 Rideau Research Associates Ltd (1991); also noted in Goss Gilroy Inc (2004), for example, as an author program, 
suggesting that authors should be allowed to direct ASP funds to non-Canadian publishers. 
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and is essentially a false dichotomy. ASP can be understood as an initiative that serves both 
authors and publishers working for a common purpose to advance SSH research and the 
benefits of that research to society. In other words, ASP supports Canadian SSH research and 
researchers, and it does so by providing capacity to the work of scholarly publishers who serve 
the same community. It would be helpful to recognize this explicitly in ASP’s description and 
logic model, taking care to separate the ends (advancement of Canadian SSH research) from the 
means (collaboration with Canadian scholarly publishers).  

• ASP’s objectives do not currently incorporate EDI. At minimum, taking steps within ASP’s 
capacity to collect monitoring data related to EDI should be considered. 

Recommendation 3. Identify options to update ASP’s funding mechanism. SSHRC is currently working 
collaboratively with FHSS and the Association of Canadian University Presses (ACUP) to develop OA 
capacity in scholarly book publishing and to increase French-language participation in ASP. In concert 
with those efforts, SSHRC should explore alternate delivery mechanisms for ASP to improve cost 
efficiency and performance. Opportunities would need to be weighed with consideration for the key 
advantages offered under the current model. 

• In terms of cost efficiency, the individual (per book) adjudication model should be reconsidered. 
Moving away from the individual book adjudication process would not likely reduce the overall 
quality of publications. The current funding model does not appear to contribute to the quality 
of manuscripts other than through guidelines for a consistent peer review. Scholarly publishers 
have strong incentive to maintain the high quality and scholarly standard of their publications, 
especially given the importance of reputation to researchers when selecting a publisher. The 
findings suggest ASP increases publisher capacity to invest in manuscripts that these publishers 
would be motivated to support regardless of the delivery mechanism used for ASP. 

• In terms of performance, greater flexibility is needed for SSHRC to target its investment to areas 
where ASP funding has highest relevance and potential impact, given the small size of the 
funding envelope. The current model does not provide the flexibility to be responsive to a more 
concrete set of objectives (see above).  

• As options are explored, consideration should be made to SSHRC’s commitments to official 
language minority communities41. As reported above, representation of French-language 
publications in ASP may be influenced in part by factors outside ASP’s purview, for example in 
current practices for research assessment in institutions. Multifaceted action by SSHRC may be 
needed42. However, increasing the flexibility of ASP’s funding mechanism may also be helpful to 
enable response to priorities like this. 

                                                            

41 For more information, see https://www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca/about-au_sujet/policies-politiques/statements-
enonces/ola-llo-eng.aspx 
42 For example, SSHRC’s ongoing work to improve research assessment practice. 

https://www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca/about-au_sujet/policies-politiques/statements-enonces/ola-llo-eng.aspx
https://www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca/about-au_sujet/policies-politiques/statements-enonces/ola-llo-eng.aspx
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Alternative models proposed in past reports43 have included converting ASP to a “block grant” for 
scholarly book publishers or to academic institutions or adding to existing funding for researchers who 
publish in book form. Other possibilities offered by participants in the current evaluation include 
adopting a periodic competition model similar to ASJ, which could allow for efficiencies as well as 
criteria or incentives in line with SSHRC priorities.  

While exploring options to update ASP, attention is needed to opportunities in the sector for 
collaboration. ASP is not large enough to effect change on its own. In particular: 

• ASP currently leverages the expertise and capacity of scholarly publishers whose activities align 
with SSHRC’s mandate to support and promote SSH research. Benefits of collaboration with 
Canadian publishers are reported above, particularly but not exclusively for some groups of 
researchers (e.g., first-time authors, researchers working on topics of national interest or 
emerging topics and French-language researchers).  

• Improving synergy with other federal funders is recommended. Any tensions with other active 
initiatives will limit ASP’s effectiveness. Improving synergy with Canadian Heritage initiatives44, 
which include the Canada Book Fund and Support for Organizations, is particularly important in 
the context of SSHRC’s priority to advance OA. 

Recommendation 4. Update ASP’s program logic model or theory of change model. A new program 
logic model or theory of change should be drafted for ASP. The findings reported above provide the 
basis for an empirically based change model and the Evaluation Division can provide technical 
assistance. This form of documentation would be useful for exploring alternatives going forward. 

                                                            

43 e.g., Goss Gilroy, 2004; Lobet & Larivière, 2018 
44 Noting that CH’s SFO stream of funding supports collaborative projects of broad benefit to the publishing sector. 
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Appendix A. Profile of ASP 
Overview 

ASP is a competitive funding opportunity designed to assist with the publication of SSH scholarly 
monographs, books and other long-form publications. ASP has supported the publication of over 7,000 
books over its lifetime. ASP is funded by SSHRC and administered by the Federation for the Humanities 
and Social Sciences (FHSS).  

Objectives 

ASP’s overall objective is to enrich the social, cultural and intellectual life of Canada and the world. 

ASP’s intermediate objective is to support research dissemination and encourage excellence in 
humanities and social science scholarship by supporting books of advanced scholarship in the 
humanities and social sciences that make an important contribution to knowledge.  

History 

ASP has existed since 1941. Originally called the Aid to Publication Program, ASP was first designed to 
offset the cost of publishing book-length scholarly manuscripts in Canada and to increase opportunity 
for Canadian scholars to publish their work given the small size of the Canadian market for scholarly 
publications. SSHRC has funded ASP since the Council was founded in 1978. Budget levels have been 
constant, at about $1.8M, since before the period covered by this evaluation 2008-18. Recent changes 
to ASP include changes to its assessment system (2013) and a change of name (2014). In 2015, FHSS 
adopted an OA policy. 

The ASP currently offers 180 Publication Grants and five Translation Grants each year for a total 
contribution of $1.5M dollars. ASP-funded works may be published in print and/or digital formats. ASP 
statistics are shown in Table 7, below.  

TABLE 7: AWARD TO SCHOLARLY PUBLICATIONS STATISTICS* 

Competition 
Year 

# of Applications 
Received # of Awards Approval Rates 

2014-15 226 177 78.3% 

2015-16 270 180 66.6% 
2016-17 262 181 69.1% 
2017-18 252 179 71.0% 
Total 2044 1474 72.1% 
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Award value and duration 

An ASP Publication Grant provides $8,000. Grants are approved in principle before publication and are 
paid directly to the publisher after publication. 

An ASP Translation Grant provides $12,000 to offset the cost of translation and publication. Grants are 
approved in principle before publication of the translation and are paid directly to the publisher after 
publication.  

Eligibility  

Eligible Canadian authors or publishers45 can apply for an ASP grant to support the publication or 
translation of scholarly long-form works, such as books and monographs. Authors do not need to have a 
publisher committed to publishing the work at the time of submission, but they are encouraged to work 
with a publisher before submission46. 

Application process and adjudication 

ASP staff make preliminary decisions about eligibility for application. If eligibility is not clear, the ASP’s 
Academic Council makes a formal ruling. 

The Academic Council is a six-member committee of scholars. The Council advises the Federation on 
matters relating to ASP’s policies and strategic direction. The council meets at least four times a year to 
discuss policy issues and make funding decisions on Translation Grant applications. 

ASP’s program year is April 1 to March 31. Publication Grant applications are accepted and evaluated 
throughout the year. Publication Grant applications are assessed by the Publications Committee, which 
includes specialists in the primary disciplines of the SSH.  

In cases where the application is submitted by the publisher, the applicant must provide at least one of 
the two peer-review reports with the application and may provide both if they wish to do so. The peer-
review process must follow ASP guidelines47 and use the ASP peer-review form. The ASP standard for 
peer review is single-blind; the identity of the author can be shared with the peer reviewers, but the 
identities of the peer reviewers must not be shared with the author. For applications by authors, the 
ASP engages at least two peer reviewers. There is no specific time frame for the peer-review process. 

                                                            

45 Detailed eligibility criteria are available at: http://www.ideas-
idees.ca/sites/default/files/sites/default/uploads/aspp/aspp-eligible-publishers.pdf.  
46 See the ASP instructions for authors at https://www.ideas-idees.ca/aspp/authors 
47 Conflict of interest guidelines can be accessed at http://www.ideas-
idees.ca/sites/default/files/sites/default/uploads/aspp/aspp-conflict-of-interest-en.pdf.  

http://www.ideas-idees.ca/sites/default/files/sites/default/uploads/aspp/pc_list_-_web_aspp-publications-committee.pdf
http://www.ideas-idees.ca/sites/default/files/sites/default/uploads/aspp/aspp-eligible-publishers.pdf
http://www.ideas-idees.ca/sites/default/files/sites/default/uploads/aspp/aspp-eligible-publishers.pdf
https://www.ideas-idees.ca/aspp/authors
http://www.ideas-idees.ca/sites/default/files/sites/default/uploads/aspp/aspp-conflict-of-interest-en.pdf
http://www.ideas-idees.ca/sites/default/files/sites/default/uploads/aspp/aspp-conflict-of-interest-en.pdf
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In cases where the ASP engages peer reviewers, once reviews are received, they are forwarded to the 
author directly if the author is the applicant, or via the publisher if the publisher is the applicant. If the 
peer reviewer has substantial criticisms of the work, the author must address them within six months.  

Complete application packages (including peer reviews and specific sections of the manuscript)48 are 
scored by the Publications Committee according to the scale shown in Table 3. 

TABLE 3: ASPP PUBLICATION COMMITTEE ASSESSMENT SCALE 

Score Descriptor 

5.0-6.0 
Excellent. Strongly recommended for funding. The work is at the forefront of its field, and 
it will have significant impact within its discipline. The work’s methodological/theoretical 
framework is strong. The manuscript is well-structured and well written. The work’s 
contribution to knowledge is important.  

4.0-5.0 

Very good. Recommended for funding. The work meets all the standards for high quality 
within its field and makes a major contribution within its discipline. The work’s 
methodological/theoretical framework is sound, though some parts of it might have been 
strengthened. The manuscript has structural integrity and is generally well-written. The 
work’s contribution to knowledge is of some importance.  

3.0-4.0 
Good. Recommended for funding if funds are available. The work meets most of the 
standards for high quality within its field and makes a modest though interesting 
contribution within its discipline but lacks distinction in at least one of the following areas: 
methodological/theoretical framework, structure, writing style and/or importance.  

2.9 or less 
Not recommended for funding. The work meets some of the standards for achievement 
within its field, but makes only a limited contribution within its discipline, and is flawed in 
at least one of the following areas: methodological/theoretical framework, structure, 
writing style and/or importance.  

 

Applications scored within a given calendar month are ranked along with other applications scored in 
the same month. An allotted number of applications are approved and the remainder are declined. 
Applications scoring 2.9 or less cannot be approved for funding. 

If an application is declined, it may be resubmitted after the work has been revised. An application may 
only be resubmitted once, and it must be resubmitted within two years of being declined. At least one 
of the original peer reviewers must provide a detailed report on the revised work. 

If the work remains unpublished three years after approval in principle, the grant will lapse and no 
further application for the grant will be considered. ASP assumes no responsibility for lapsed grants.  

                                                            

48 Table of contents, acknowledgements, introduction or first chapter, conclusion, bibliography, see 
https://www.ideas-idees.ca/sites/default/files/sites/default/uploads/aspp/aspp-publication-form-publishers-
en.docx 
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Appendix B. Methodology 
As this was a joint evaluation for ASJ and ASP, a common approach was used for both initiatives. 
Common methods were also used wherever possible for both initiatives. Specifics on data collection and 
analysis methods are provided below. Methods applied only to ASJ and not including data collection and 
analysis for ASP are not included below but are documented in the evaluation report for ASJ. 

Key informant interviews 
Key informant interviews were conducted in July and August 2019 as one line of evidence for the 
evaluation and as part of a sequence of research activities. 

Interview participants were selected by the SSHRC Evaluation Division drawing on administrative data 
for ASJ and ASP to provide a broad cross-section of perspectives. A total of 42 interviews were 
conducted across eight sub-groups, as follows: 

• Editors of journals funded by ASJ (n=8) 
• Editors of journals not funded at all or funded first by ASJ in 2018 (n=4) 
• Publishers that are frequently funded by ASP (n=7) 
• Publishers that are rarely funded by ASP (n=4) 
• Academic researchers in the social sciences and humanities (n=6) 
• Other stakeholders and representatives of stakeholder organizations (n=6) 
• Program representatives (ASJ, ASP) (n=5) 
• Government representatives (other federal funders) (n=2) 

 
ASP administrative data analysis 
Data were provided by the FHSS on ASP applications (n=2540) between 2007 and 2017. Descriptive 
statistical analysis was conducted in SPSS by the SSHRC Evaluation Division. 

SSHRC CCV data analysis – Canadian SSH researcher publications 
A cross-sectional design was used to study researcher publication histories in order to produce 
estimates of the proportion of the Canadian SSH research population that had published with Canadian 
journals and book publishers. Full details of procedures followed are available in the Aid to Scholarly 
Journals Final Evaluation Report. 

Document and literature reviews 
Four focused reviews of documents and peer-reviewed literature were conducted over the course of the 
evaluation. 

1. Relevance review: scholarly literature and funding program documentation related to funding to 
scholarly publishing in Canada (n=22) 

2. Performance review: past evaluations and studies specific to ASJ and ASP (n=7) 
3. Alternatives review: peer-reviewed literature published 2016-May 2019 on government 

interventions to advance OA publishing (n=69). 
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4. EDI review: SSHRC and Tri-council documents on EDI and ASJ/ASP program documentation 
related to objectives and program collection of monitoring data (n=8) 

Surveys 
Three surveys were conducted in Phase 2 of the ASJ-ASPP evaluation, one for each of three populations: 

1. Canadian SSH journal editors  
2. Canadian scholarly publishers funded by ASPP 
3. Canadian SSH researchers who have published through a Canadian scholarly journal or book 

publisher 

The journal editor survey applied to ASJ only. The publisher survey applied only to ASP. The researcher 
survey applied to both funding opportunities. More information on the publisher and researcher surveys 
are provided below. 

Publisher survey 

The population for this survey was defined as representatives at the management/executive level of 
Canadian scholarly publishers eligible for ASP (N=42). This included both university presses and 
specialist/generalist presses. 

A sampling strategy was not applied. The survey was distributed to one representative of each identified 
Canadian scholarly publisher eligible for ASP49. The survey was soft-launched by Ference & Company to 
10 randomly selected participants on February 12, 2020. As no issues were reported, the survey was 
launched to the remaining participants on February 13, 2020. A reminder email was sent to all recipients 
who had not already completed the survey on March 3. A targeted reminder was sent to recipients 
following analysis of response bias on March 6. Telephone follow ups with non-respondents were 
conducted between March 6 and March 10. The survey remained open until March 13.  

Approximately half (49%) of publishers in the survey population fully completed the survey, and a few 
(n=3) abandoned the survey after starting. Incomplete responses were not included in any analyses. The 
publishers that completed the survey represent 88% of all ASP funding distributed over the past three 
years. The margin of error of 16% is considered high for survey data, as it indicates that the survey 
results are limited in their ability to generalize to the total population. In this case it means that the 
survey results (which consist primarily of presses regularly receiving ASP funds) are less generalizable to 
presses that do not regularly receive ASP funds or receive very little ASP funding. 

Researcher survey 

                                                            

49 ASPP eligibility requirements for publishers are available on the website of the Federation of Humanities and 
Social Sciences (FHSS): https://www.ideas-idees.ca/sites/default/files/sites/default/uploads/aspp/aspp-eligibility-
criteria-publishers-en.pdf. 

https://www.ideas-idees.ca/sites/default/files/sites/default/uploads/aspp/aspp-eligibility-criteria-publishers-en.pdf
https://www.ideas-idees.ca/sites/default/files/sites/default/uploads/aspp/aspp-eligibility-criteria-publishers-en.pdf
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The population was defined as SSH researchers affiliated with Canadian institutions, who have used 
Canadian journals or book publishers as a publication channel. This population definition was used to 
enable a response sample large enough for subgroup analysis of potential differences in the use of 
Canadian publication channels (e.g., by career stage, language or disciplinary affiliation). 

To respect the limited scope of this evaluation, the researcher sample was drawn from two available 
administrative data sources: 

1. Canadian SSH researchers with Canadian publication records in the SSHRC Canadian Common 
CV (CCV) database. The SSHRC AMIS database was used as a proxy for the population of 
Canadian SSH researchers in an assessment of representativeness of the CCV data (see above, 
SSHRC CCV Data Analysis). 

To estimate an appropriate sample size for the survey, a pilot study using the SSHRC CCV data 
was completed to provide an estimate of the proportion of Canadian academic researchers who 
publish research using Canadian channels. Based on the results, a sample of 1,500 was drawn 
from the CCV data using simple random sampling to be representative of the total study 
population. Individuals with no Canadian affiliation and no publication history were removed, 
along with researchers who had not published in a Canadian journal or through a Canadian book 
publisher. This left a sample of 865 researchers. 

2. ASP applicants in the years 2016 and 2017. These were included in the sample to ensure 
sufficient representation of researchers published with Canadian scholarly book publishers. 
These application years were chosen to allow time for submitted books (successful and not 
successful) to have been published. Both successful and not successful applicants were included. 
Applicant data were provided by the FHSS from the ASPP administrative database (n=522): 91 
individuals not affiliated with a Canadian institution were removed from list, then a random 
sample of 50% was extracted (n=215). 27 records were excluded due to duplication or because a 
valid email address could not be identified (n=188). 
 

The ASPP and CCV lists (n=1053) were compared to identify duplicates before merging the lists. The list 
was also compared to the list for the ASJ editor survey to ensure researchers would not be surveyed 
twice. After removal of duplicates, individuals on leave (e.g., sabbatical, parental, medical, unspecified) 
and one invalid email address, the final sample of n=993 was transferred to Ference & Company for 
survey administration. The survey was soft-launched on February 14, 2020. The survey was fully 
launched on February 18, 2020. A reminder email was sent to all recipients who had not already 
completed the survey on February 24, March 2 and March 6, 2020. The survey closed on March 10, 
2020. 

Approximately one-third (32%) of researchers in the population sample fully completed the survey. Four 
researchers responded but were disqualified and 23 did not complete the entire survey; their responses 
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are not included in any analyses. The margin of error of 5% indicates that when generalizing the results 
of the survey to the population, the range of values above and below the survey value is 5%.  

Survey Analysis 

Closed-ended responses 

Survey data were extracted from the survey platform in MS Excel format. Data were cleaned and 
verified for analysis in SPSS. Analysis of the closed-ended responses was conducted by Ference and 
Company. 

Significance testing: 

Significance testing for variations in survey responses in the researcher survey was undertaken using 
appropriate tests, including independent samples to test, one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) and chi-
square test of independence.  

The publisher survey was conducted with a small, finite population, and all members were included in 
the frame. As the overall population size and the response sample size were small, descriptive statistics 
were used exclusively. 

Open-ended responses: 

Open comment responses were extracted from the survey platform in MS Excel format. Respondent 
attributes (e.g., unique ID, subgroup membership status) were also extracted. The researcher survey 
data were then imported into NVivo for analysis by the SSHRC Evaluation Division. 

The data for the researcher survey were coded inductively into categories by evaluation question. Once 
all records had been coded, the contents in the categories were reviewed for internal consistency, 
distinctiveness from other categories, and to confirm the representativeness of the category label to 
content held in the category node. Where necessary, content was disaggregated into subcategories to 
improve internal consistency, categories were merged when insufficiently distinct or underpopulated, 
and category labels were modified to better reflect the final content set. Where a comparison by 
subgroup was relevant, a crosstab query was then used to obtain reference and respondent counts 
(frequencies) by subgroup for each node category. Analysis of open comment responses for the 
publisher survey was conducted inside Excel using keyword coding by survey question to group 
responses by category.  
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