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The University of Connecticut Libraries are in the midst of a digital revolution in the delivery of library collections and services.  The proliferation of information delivered by electronic journals, databases and texts has expanded access to members of the community, and, in turn, enabled the Libraries to enhance its contribution to academic achievement and research excellence. But along with that increased access has come considerable cost. Currently, the digital delivery of information accounts for half of the University’s annual library collections budget. That percentage is only expected to grow. This document summarizes the issues accompanying this digital revolution and the choices we face if we are to continue to respond to the demands of our users. 

The Digital Marketplace:  Some Characteristics

A revolution in information access

The ubiquity of the web has transformed library research. Anytime, anywhere access enables students and faculty to do much of their library work at desktops, on their schedules.   Remote access to indexing and abstracting services, major bibliographic utilities and the catalogs of most North American libraries has greatly simplified locating resources.  Large collections of licensed full text content, including core journals in almost every field, have made it easier to integrate relevant literature into research, writing, advising and teaching.  Electronic encyclopedias, dictionaries and other reference tools allow students to find answers from their home or dormitory computers.  Software the library purchased this year enables users to more easily find library selected web resources as well as content developed or directly licensed by the University.  In the near future, users will be able to move seamlessly from the references in one electronic journal to the full text of articles cited therein, provided that our library licenses both journals.

A marketplace in upheaval

The seamless, linked electronic environment is a compelling vision for many of our users.  Although we now offer electronic access to more journals than we ever did in print, user demand to extend electronic access to more titles in more fields is growing rapidly.  Expanding digital access to more content and more patron groups has created an upheaval in the academic information marketplace.   Publishers are rushing to convert their print products into “value added” digital offerings.  New products from new companies are appearing almost every week.   We have the resources to respond to only a small number of these new offerings.   

Digital products are not less expensive than print

Despite the potential for wide distribution at very low cost inherent in web-enabled technology, electronic products generally cost more, not less, than their print counterparts.  Publishers generally cite the costs of digital conversion, the added value researchers receive, and the threat that site-wide licenses pose to their opportunities to add or retain individual or departmental subscriptions.  Savings from the elimination of print, they argue, will be less consequential than we imagined and will not accrue until print can be totally abandoned.   

The most profitable companies grow stronger and larger

The standard for electronic journals has largely been set by the very large commercial scientific, technical, and medical (STM) publishers who profited enormously during the past quarter century.  Unfortunately, publishers that haven’t been reaping tremendous profits for years often don’t have sufficient capital to convert to an electronic format without significantly raising their prices.  The belief that substantial money can still be made from the academic market continues to drive the acquisition of small companies by their larger competitors in a process that stifles competition and drives up prices.   

Licensing puts libraries at a further disadvantage

The substitution of licensure for purchase, as the model for materials in digital format, strengthens the bargaining position of all publishers.   Different customers can be charged different prices much more easily.  Prices and terms of access now vary according to institution size, levels of use and the leverage a library, or group of libraries, can exert with a particular publisher.  Cancellation can mean loss of retrospective as well as prospective access.  Permitted uses under copyright, such as interlibrary loan and reserve, are frequently limited in electronic product licenses.  Geographical site limitations, which adversely affect our multi-campus library system, often require protracted negotiation and the payment of additional charges.

Success of document delivery forces publishers to change tactics

During the past decade, our library made substantial changes to improve electronic article delivery.  Our intent was twofold: to make document delivery faster and more convenient for our users, and to permit us to make journal format decisions on a largely cost-benefit basis.  We believed we could limit local subscriptions to titles that were either very heavily used or very inexpensive and rapidly deliver articles from the others through document suppliers and cooperating libraries. The success we and other libraries were beginning to have with this strategy caused the major STM publishers to move aggressively into digital provision under a new business model.   Individual journal subscriptions --already artificial bundles of discrete articles -- would be discouraged.  Incentives would be offered to encourage the licensure of a large package of journals, or a product “portfolio, ” as it is known in marketing circles.  Librarians now call this “the Big Deal.”

The lure of publisher packages

In recent years our library has joined many other institutions in entering into a variety of such package deals with large commercial publishers.  Typically, we are offered access to all, or close to all, of a company’s total electronic journal output.  To get these electronic journal packages, which typically include multi-year access to back files of each title, we agreed to pay a slight increase over our existing print expenditure with each publisher and accepted severe limitations on our ability to reduce that expenditure level through cancellation.  Many package deals also include a negotiated cap on year-to-year inflation in the range of 5 to 8 percent.  Most vendors also agreed to provide us with title-level data on our local use of their titles, an important piece of information we had been unable to gather in the print environment.   For a library like ours, which was often subscribing to about one-third of a given publishers total list, the large gain in content (which was even more substantial for our regional campus libraries), the inflation caps and the promise of hard data on journal use, made these “Big Deal” offers close to irresistible.

The University of Connecticut’s Approach to Collecting in a Digital Age

A budget under pressure

As we approach budget planning for fiscal 2003-2004, what was once irresistible now appears potentially insupportable.   We could not have accomplished the degree of transformation we have so far achieved without the stability provided by seven years of 5 percent increases to our base budget (from FY 1996 through FY 2002).   Although these budget increases generally fell short of inflation, they gave us sufficient predictability to plan and incrementally manage our transition to expanded networked electronic provision, through a considered reallocation of resources, coupled with the management of subject budget inflation through print cancellations.   Last June, when we learned we would not receive an increase in FY 2003, we thought we could manage a one-year hiatus via some not too controversial cancellations and the drawing down of vendor deposits.   The latter action has allowed us to effectively overspend our allocation during this fiscal year.   If an annual increase is not restored in FY 2004, we will have to reduce our level of expenditures by at least $400,000 to compensate for 8 percent inflation in the University’s $5 million library materials budget.

Do we still need to buy print?

The University of Connecticut Libraries plan to continue to acquire and preserve materials in print formats for the foreseeable future.  The Sonny Bono extension to the federal copyright act virtually guarantees that most copyrighted works issued after 1920 won’t be available on the web anytime soon unless they’re licensed.   Although we expect to modestly increase licensure of a limited number of electronic monographs, most of these products are currently attractive only as niche supplements to, not replacements for, existing print acquisitions.   Print is still the preferred format for individual works that are over fifty pages.

Can we deliver rather than acquire more of the things our users need?

There is a perception that collections are no longer necessary because virtually everything our users need can be quickly delivered from somewhere else.   We have experienced some success in doing this with journal articles, but publishers are already raising the royalty fees that libraries must pay whenever loans from a specific journal exceed five in one year.  For monograph dependent subjects such as history, philosophy and literary study, interlibrary loan is slow and labor intensive.   Primary texts and source materials cannot be studied effectively through limited duration loans.   Most of the material used in art and music, as well as videos—the fastest growing format in our collections—must be locally owned.

Monographic collecting is already tightly focused

Our monographic collections are uniformly selective rather than comprehensive, although some subjects are collected in greater depth than others.  We tailor our collecting approach to the characteristics of each user community, the nature of the discipline, and the specific research and teaching commitments of our permanent faculty.  We try to acquire, maintain and preserve the core monographic literature on which students and faculty depend.  In literary and historical fields emphasis is placed on primary sources and texts, with secondary works acquired more selectively.  Works whose authority or usefulness seems likely to persist over time are preferred to topical works focused on current concerns, events and personalities.  We are highly selective in our foreign language acquisitions.

The BLC and the promise of cooperative collection development
One of our objectives in joining the Boston Library Consortium was to allow humanists—via the direct request functionality of the BLC virtual catalog—to initiate loans from other regional research libraries with some of the ease and decreased turnaround time that those who rely on articles now enjoy.   We also envisage opportunities for cooperative collection development planning with our new consortial partners.  We expect to work together to decrease duplication of money and effort in some specialist areas, particularly foreign acquisitions.

However, our principal goal is a broadened and deepened collective resource, not simply saving money.  Only such a vision will motivate selectors at different institutions to cooperate.   Because our existing collections so strongly target the interests of current faculty, the creation of this larger shared resource will be key to our ability to recruit the best new faculty in many areas.

Limitations on cooperative acquisitions

The forces that erode our budgets affect larger institutions as well.   A system of resource sharing where the many rely on the few will not work.  Only a more distributed model can succeed.  When the University of Connecticut Libraries invests in microfilm runs of historic Puerto Rican newspapers, we are collecting for the nation as well as for our current and future users.  Libraries have a collective responsibility to sustain a robust system of scholarly communication.   Incremental actions research libraries have taken individually over the past two decades now gravely imperil our university presses and other specialist scholarly publishers.  Further reducing our expenditures in these quarters could damage the system of publication on which many disciplines continue to depend.

                                     Difficult Choices Confronting Us

Budget solutions must focus on the cost drivers

We have been continuously reducing our non-serial expenditures since 1990.   We can continue this process, but only incrementally.  The humanities and less quantitative social sciences, the disciplines most dependent on published texts and monographs, have stayed within fixed dollar limits imposed in 1994.  They are not the source of our budget problems, nor can they be the solution.  Seventy-five percent of our budget funds serials and approximately 80 percent of our serials budget is expended for science, engineering and business titles.   Managing continuing price inflation in these areas has been a continuing challenge for libraries for more than two decades.

Moving to electronic only format

Where a significant economic incentive exists, the UConn libraries are beginning to replace what were combined print and electronic subscriptions with electronic only subscriptions.  We recognize that this path is not without risk.  In the short run, this further erodes our bargaining position and potentially magnifies any loss of access brought about by cancellation.  Issues of long-term archiving of digital content are still unresolved.   For-profit publishers cannot be relied on to provide permanent access to the scholarly record.   Promising research on digital preservation is, however, underway.   Because the need is great, and common to all research institutions, collaborative, long-term, digital archiving arrangements seem certain to emerge.

Reviewing our commitment to publisher packages

We are beginning to assemble title level data on price per use for each of our commercial journal packages.   Although these packages continue to offer us significant value, they severely limit our flexibility in difficult budgetary times.   In two years, we estimate that Elsevier’s Science Direct, our largest commercial package, will cost us $1 million dollars annually to license.  The disincentives for canceling a package are substantial.   Title by title purchase of electronic journals from Elsevier is offered at 110 percent of print list, with no inflation cap and back file access to be purchased separately.   Withdrawing from any of these packages in order to save money will mean accepting a reduction in content availability to a level substantially below our 1999 print only holdings.

Existing strategy for inflation management is no longer viable

We fear that relying on cancellations to manage serial inflation in the sciences is no longer sustainable.   Even if cancellations were not prohibited by package licenses, a decade of cancellations has left us with a core of committed titles very few of which won’t cost more to deliver than to own or license.  Some librarians believe we should return to selected print subscriptions supplemented by document delivery.  Our users, however, are unequivocal in their enthusiasm for expanded licensed electronic access.  Surveys indicate strong preferences for electronic access over print among all user groups and across disciplines. 

The libraries support alternatives to present publishing system

We increasingly believe that profit maximizing commercial publishers cannot be relied upon to sustain a viable system of scholarly communication.   The University of Connecticut Libraries are committed to supporting less costly alternative initiatives such as: B(erkeley) E(conomics) Press; BioOne; Stanford’s Highwire Press; The Mellon Foundation’s JSTOR archive; Johns Hopkins University’s Project MUSE; and ventures sponsored by the Association of Research Libraries’ Scholarly and Publishing Academic Resources Coalition (SPARC).  In July, we will join with the UConn Health Center Library to become institutional members of BioMedCentral, a for-profit publisher, which has pledged not to exercise copyright restrictions and to release its content to the public domain after four years. 

Campus-wide commitment required for a sustainable solution
Libraries acting alone cannot change the current structure of scholarly publishing.  The cooperation of faculty and administrators is essential.  Until universities stop surrendering their intellectual property to commercial publishers, our resources will never be sufficient to fulfill our mission.  Faculty must take responsibility for where they publish and with whom they cooperate.  University administrators must support such behavior by changing the promotion and tenure incentives and expectations that encourage current practices.  SPARC and many scholarly societies have demonstrated that high quality journals can be produced at sustainable prices.  A university doesn’t have to house a traditional academic press to begin hosting independent electronic publishing efforts to compete with commercial publishers.

Level funding means increased cancellations

The alternatives presented by continued level funding are extremely unattractive.  Canceling large publisher packages would significantly diminish access to electronic journals at a time when faculty and students across all disciplines are embracing networked access. Retaining large publisher packages leaves us more vulnerable to these publishers’ inflationary pricing practices, and, at the same time, forces us to cancel disproportionate amounts of monograph and small, more reasonably priced, publisher offerings.  The University of Connecticut’s best option is to continue to fund at least 5 percent increases in collections budget.  UConn and 21st Century UConn funding affords the University an unprecedented opportunity to adequately support the University community’s information needs.  Failure to take advantage of this opportunity will have dire and quite public consequences, regardless of the method we select to address the annual 8 percent losses in purchasing power that level funding would represent.
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