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Introduction
The UKSG, and the readership of Serials, are extremely
knowledgeable about all aspects of serials. It behoves nonspecialists to establish their credentials for presuming to offer their
thoughts to the annual conference of the specialists, so here goes.
I am, by definition, an author of articles. I referee articles for
publication in scholarly serials and I am a member of three
editorial boards. At one time I managed a subscription list and
experienced the delights of receiving a renewal cheque from a
library just after their name had been removed from the database...
I also use serials, as a practitioner, as a researcher and as a teacher.
All of these activities are relatively easy to carry out. The most
difficult thing I have to do is to budget for serials. For the last few
years I have belonged to a committee of the Standing Conference of
National and University Libraries, known successively as the
Serials Task Force, the Advisory Committee on Serials and now the
Advisory Committee on Scholarly Communication, and have
enjoyed the privilege of off-the-record discussions with serials
publishers. I am now much better informed about serials than I
was three years ago, but I still find it difficult to budget for serials.
I do not need to tell serials librarians, publishers and agents that
the economics of serials have been a problem for university
librarians at least since the time of the oil crisis. Or perhaps I do. It
is a fault in the older generation always to imagine that the
collective memory is as long as their own. For those of you who
are my junior I will say that the 1973/74 financial year was the first
time I had encountered the problem of a need to cancel serial
subscriptions. At that time I was working at Lancaster University
and, like a number of universities before and since, we had a
formula for allocating resources within the library for the purchase
of books and serials. I will not bore you with the details of the
formula but 1will just say that overall about 35% was spent on
serials. This seemed adequate at the time. Since that time the
number of serials titles has grown, the average price has risen and
the proportion of library budgets devoted to the purchase of serials
has grown. In Bristol University the proportion of the materials
budget spent on serials has risen from less than 30% to nearly 80%
since 1973.

Democracy and mar& forces in the ivory t o m

Serials - Vol.8, no.3, Narember 1995

Geoffiey Ford

The tensions that have developed as a result of
these trends have been the subject of many
conference presentations, discussions and serials
articles, and from time to time a particular crisis
will ruffle the feathers of the denizens of the ivory
towers of universities. All universities, whether
they be ivy-clad, red-brick, white tile or plate
glass, have ivory towers with inhabitants
removed from contact with reality. This paper is
about the intrusion of the real world.

Democracy in universities
Democracy is a state in which power is vested
collectively in the people who exercise it, either
directly or through their elected representatives.
Can universities be described as democratic
institutions? The key concept here is "the
people": who are the people? Universities do
have some democratic features. In a typical
university of the older sort Heads of Department
are frequently elected by the academic staff in that
department; members of Senate are elected by
members of academic staff, and student officers
and representatives on Senate are elected by
students. Sometimes there are Committees of
Senate, called Library Committees or Information
Services Committees or whatever, which are
made up of members of Senate who have perhaps
been elected by some process. These facts tend to
give the illusion that universities are democratic
institutions.
It is unfortunate that some of the members of
these institutions actually think that they are
democratic. This is not, however, the case.
Power is not vested in the people collectively.
Bits of power are vested in various bodies and
that power is exercised in a variety of ways, but
the responsibilities and duties and exercise of
power are fragmented. There is no feeling of
"oneness" which unites the people into a sense of
a unique institution with a unique mission. One
set of people has more power than another set
and this is nothing to do with numbers. Again,
speaking of the old universities, it is clear that the
academic staff whose main aim in life is to do
research have exercised power to the extent of
increasing the proportion of money spent on
serials at the expense of money spent on books.
There are two major losing groups in this battle.

The most numerous group is made up of the
students who now have access to a decreasing
range of new books and to relatively lower
numbers of duplicate copies. Whereas in the past
an imaginative student could find a substitute for
a recommended text if there were not enough
copies of the latter that is now becoming less
possible. The second major losing group has been
what I will loosely call the Arts departments. The
differential price rises in serials, between sciences
on the one hand and arts on the other, has had the
effect of inaeasing the cash devoted to support
science. In terms of library support then,
academic researchers in the sciences have been
getting relatively richer and students and
academic researchers in the arts have been getting
absolutely poorer. Decision making in
universities is protecting neither the majority nor
the weak. We conclude that universities are not
democratic. Few if any are dictatorships. Most
tend towards oligarchies wielding varying
degrees of benevolence and malevolence
moderated by self-interest. For the future we must
look at the political economy in more detail.

Economics
Political economy is all about the interaction of
supply with demand, and efficient allocation of
resources. There is a school of thought which says
that t h i n s should be left to the market and
everything will get sorted. I cannot believe that
politicians really believe this, even if they say it.
There is evidence that they do not believe it
because they tend to intervene in markets.
"Leave the pound to float on the exchange and
see what happens", say the politicians but they
intervene: either to buy or sell pounds; raise or
lower interest rates; put on or take off exchange
controls. They do not believe that in the long-run,
or sometimes in the short-run, market forces can
be left to their own devices. Even the most diehard governments seem to recognise that they
have an obligation to do something to smooth out
the inequities brought about by the unbridled
play of market forces.
Within universities, market forces have been
slow to take hold. Declining satisfaction with the
status quo can be traced to the continuing squeeze
on resources a squeeze brought about by both an
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increase in demand and a decrease in capacity to
supply.

Demand
The demand for library resources is influenced by
the twin missions of universities, as interpreted
by the thousands of individuals in each
institution. The twin missions are the support of
learning and the pursuit of research. The balance
between the missions varies considerably
between universities, but both are apparent in all
of them.

Learning support
Academics have always held the power in
universities and they are slow to recognise that
the situation may be changing. So long as it was
possible to maintain the fiction that most students
were supported by a grant then academics needed
to take relatively little notice of students. Indeed,
many students did not expect to be noticed
anyway. They did not question what was
provided. They did not fill in questionnaires
evaluating their teachers' performance. They did
not even revolt. When they did revolt, it was not
much to do with the quality of teaching and only
rarely to do with the quality of learning support.
Sometimes libraries figured in protests. I have
twice had to stay up all night in libraries where
students were allegedly "working in" in protest
about something, but it was certainly not about
the quality of the library service. Student protests
have largely been driven by external forces such
as government attitudes towards the funding of
higher education. Due again to government
action in reducing the real value of the grant and
by setting up a loan company, students are being
turned into consumers. Market forces are
working. The government has created a class of
students who question what they are being
delivered. Although they are not paying tuition
fees, they are paying, through the loan system, to
support themselves through university and are
expecting more than they have been permitted to
have. It is students who now stand up in Senate
and talk about the value of the library staff in
advising them in getting what they want. It is
students whose voice about the level of learning
resources is being heard, not just within the

Democracy and market forces in the ivory t o m

university but outside, as the teaching quality
assessment juggernaut rolls through the land.
The English funding council has now changed
its method for the assessment of teaching quality.
In future points will be awarded for learning
resources, and these will affect the overall rating.
The pressure will be on to define more precisely
the role of the library in supporting individual
subjects, to help to ensure that the assessments
will be as objective as possible.
We should not underestimate the power of
teaching quality assessments in attracting
students, nor the fact that eventually these ratings
are likely to affect the allocation of resources by
the funding councils, in ways as yet unknown.

Research support
Resource allocation is of course already affected
by the research assessments. Universities are
behaving more and more like football clubs. So
far as I know none has yet decided to change the
colour of its degree hoods every two years, but, as
the deadline for transfers approaches, they make
offers to stars who they hope will help them to
gain promotion, or stave off relegation. In the
research assessment exercise account is taken of
the past performance of all the players who
happen to be in the team at the qualifying date,
and the research score will affect allocations by
the funding councils for the following five years.
The annual allocation of resources is influenced
directly by the number of research students,
which explains why some universities have
suddenly rediscovered the concept of
scholarships.
The funds to pay for these stars and
apprentices have to come from somewhere where better than the central services, which the
inhabitants of our ivory towers regard as
bottomless pits? In broad terms, there is less
money available to the libraries to pay for the
wider range of materials now needed to support
the additional fields of research. So, how are
libraries coping with the increasing demands for
the support of research?
We hear a lot of talk about holdings versus
access. This cropped up with the Atkinson Report
in the mid-1970s, shortly after those early rounds
of serials cancellations. More recently the jargon
has changed and we now talk of "just in time"
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rather than "just in case". The change in jargon is
symptomatic of the adoption of business practice
or, at least, business jargon in the educational
world. We now have to have business plans
because that is the thing to do. Similarly we talk
about "just in time" ,when we mean "interlibrary
loans" and "just in case", when we mean
"building research collections". Some librarians,
and politicians, who do not want to give money
to universities, talk about "just in time" as being
the solution. On the whole neither the librarians,
who advocate this, nor the politicians have won
the hearts and minds of the people. The people
want it "in case" not "in time". For a long time
there has been this comfortable myth that
librarians do not like cancelling serials because it
spoils the run. I have said more than once that I
have never been one of that type of librarian. It is
not librarians who do not want to cancel serials
but academics. Yes, broken runs are untidy but so
many serials consist of unread material that it is
better to cut a run off and get something that is
more topical. On the whole, library users have not
been convinced. When you say, however, that
you cannot afford it "just in case", they expect
you to be able to get it "just in time1' and that the
inter-library lending system will be financed from
another bottomless pit.
What happens if we try to go over to an access
policy? There is not much hard evidence to go on.
Aston University and the University of East
Anglia are experimenting, but the cost-benefit
equations cannot yet be written. According to a
message I received by e-mail, Stephens Institute of
Technology in Hoboken, New Jersey, has
cancelled all its current subscriptions, and is
relying on document delivery services and the
other, larger, libraries just up the road. Thinking
about this from first principles, we can do some
sums to see whether it is worth trying.
The average subscription cost of a serial in a
multi-faculty university is about £180. The
average cost of an interlibrary loan is about £7.50.
So a serial has to be used 24 times in its year of
publication to justify its subscription cost. Is this
likely? According to figures from the British
Library, the average serial has 5.5 issues per year let us say 6. The last time I did a survey on this
matter the average issue of a serial was used 2.2
times before being bound. So it looks from these
data as if the average serial might be used 13 or 14
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times in its year of publication significantly less
than 24, the break-even figure. So a single serials
subscription might be replaced by 14 interlibrary
loans at a net saving of £75.
Let us now imagine the situation which crops
up regularly, like this year, when the serials agent
sais that the likely price increase in serials will
be, and I quote, "the usual 10%". How many
serials do we have to cancel to save enough
money to ensure that we can afford the
interlibrary loans?
A typical multi-faculty university might have
4500 current subscriptions, so the sums look like
this:
Current year:
4500 subs @ £180 = £810,000
Next year:
Inflation = lo%, so average sub = £198
Interlibrary loan = £7.50
Assume no net inmase in library grant
Let X = number of subs to be cancelled
(4500-X)@ £198 + 14X @ £7.50 = £810,000
891000 - 198X + 105X = £810,000
-93X = - £81,000
X = 871
In other words, more than 19%of serial
subscriptionshave to be cancelled in order to
cope with a 10%price rise. Bearing in mind the
aggravation centred on cancellation exercises, this
is probably worth doing - just about. One of the
side effects will be that you need to hire a couple
of library assistants to cope with the increased
interlibrary loans. This looks bad to those on the
outside. The sums look better if you can reduce
the costs of interlibrary loans, or if fewer than 14
people request interlibrary loans for each title
cancelled. There are of course many assumptions
concealed within this calculation, but it is not
intended to give anything other than a ball-park
result. Obviously the balance between acquisition
and document delivery is a matter of resource
allocation within the library, but before looking at
that in more detail I must consider resource
allocation within the university.

Resource allocation in the university
Our universities derive significant proportions of
their income from the funding councils. The
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funding councils use explicit formulae for
allocating money, so that universities no longer
have to guess why they have achieved a
particular level of grant. It is now possible to
identify the income generated by each academic
department, school or faculty. There is a trend
towards identifying the costs of supporting each
department and balance sheets are being drawn
up: on the one side the income from all sources
funding councils, research councils, other
research grants and contracts, and on the other
the expenditure on academic staff, buildings,
administrative, computing and library services.
There are all sorts of interesting questions that
arise here. What is the cost of providing a library
service to support any given academic
department? How do you express, in monetary
terms, the distribution of interdisciplinary use
when you have data relating to the loans of
books, but none relating to the in-library use of
serials? How do you allocate the cost of the
University Librarian, or of stationery used for
printing overdue notices? Should you make
a:lowances for historical accidents, such as the
positioning of individual members of staff on
salary scales? The questions get even more
interesting when you consider the costs of books
and serials. Should you say that the cost of
Lpporting a given subject is the amount of
money you happened to spend on it in the last
complete financial year? The librarfs methods
for allocating funds internally come under more
scrutiny and, where funds are not already
allocated by a formula, there will be increasing
pressure to introduce one.

-

Formulae for materials budgeting
I wonder how many librarians are operating a
formula for allocation of resources? How many
would say that the allocations resulting from the
application of that formula are accepted widely
by the academic community? I would welcome
news of any that are. In general, in academic
institutions, there is a belief among the academic
staff that there exists a fair and rational system of
allocating money for book and serial purchase
and that librarians are trying to hide this system
for their own nefarious purposes. There is a
similar belief that, although academic institutions
are suffering reductions in funds in real terms,
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these reductions are not experienced by libraries,
but the money is being wasted on staff. Resource
allocation is a political process. It may be
necessary to have an allocation formula but it is
my contention that there is no "right" formula.
There may be one which is politically acceptable
for a period of time. The current political climate
is one of accountability and hence devolution.

Devolved budgets
The onset of managerialism in universities has led
inevitably to the devolution of budgets to heads
of departments, schools and faculties. Predictably,
this has been less than successful in cases where
the financial monitoring methods have been
inadequate. In some departments, where the cost
of staff is greater than 90% of the budget, the
degree of freedom to manage in any real sense is
nonexistent. However, overall there has been an
increase in awareness among budget holders of at
least some of the financial consequences of
academic decisions. The increasing transparency
of resource allocation to universities by the
funding councils has revealed the extent to which
some subjects are cross-subsidising others. This
should come as no surprise, but nevertheless our
ivory tower dwellers express varying degrees of
consternation. Their reaction is followed by four
actions or inactions: the first action is to say that
"deficit" subjects should be managed more tightly
to reduce the subsidies; the second action is to
accept that some subjects will always be in deficit;
followed thirdly by a failure to say that deficit
subjects should be abandoned, and the fourth
action is to attack the costs of the support services
- administration, computing, libraries, etc.
In the worst case, the trend towards devolution
of budgets becomes absolute. Each department
receives all its own income, and pays for such
services as it wants. Even the most dogmatic of
free enterprise governments recognises the need
for some kind of taxation to support central
services centrally, but we cannot rely on the ivory
tower dwellers being totally pragmatic. After all,
libraries are only one of the sources of supply of
information, and it may seem to be a logical step
to allow the end-user total freedom of choice.
Many academics, particularly on the science side,
only use libraries as a backup for their current
awareness, and see its stock as an insurance
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policy against the failure of other systems to
deliver what they want, as an archive for their
own publications, and as a convenient location
for old exam papers, problem sheets and lecture
notes. The expansion of the electronic networks,
and the increase in materials available in
electronic forms, encourages the enthusiasts to
form the view that libraries are of increasing
irrelevance. When the enthusiasts also wield
power, there is cause for concern, so we must
now turn to examine the changing aspects of the
supply of information.

The electronic world is having bizarre effects on
the academic community. On the one hand we
have academics standing up one after the other to
say that cuts in serials subscriptions will seriously
impair the work of the university and inflict longterm damage on research assessment ratings.
This may be coded language meaning, "Iam not
prepared to give up the opportunity of consulting
my favourite journal once the feeling moves me",
but it is a fad. They do say this. Others, and
sometimes the same people, are standing up to
say that in the future all information will be
available electronically anyway, so we do not
need libraries, we do not need space for books.
Therefore, money spent on library staff is wasted.
It is a feature of universities that people will,
within their own subject discipline, spend a great
deal of time and other people's money in
collecting data as accurately as possible, collating
it, justifying, analysing, synthesising and testing
hypotheses. The same people will, however,
assert, without a shred of anything other than
anecdotal evidence, both that printed journals are
absolutely necessary and that electronic
information sources will replace them completely.
Well, we all have anecdotes and here are two:
Case 1:

F a d with an alternative of printed
information or electronic information what
do we find? On the Milton Keynes campus
of De Montfort University, where one course
is supported by both electronic and
conventional sources, it has been reported
that students will choose the electronic
alternative only if the printed original is
u:~available.

Case 2:

In a recent survey, faced with the choice
between Biological Abstracts in printed form
and electronic form, biologists say they want
both.

I think these anecdotes reflect two things: one is
the innate conservatism of even the young, and
the other is the inherent user hostility of the
electronic environment. Significant advances in
the latter may change the former, but I think we
shall have to wait for developments in the mass
entertainment market to feed through before that
happens.
The present transition is clearly tending to
confuse the situation. There is a view that
information which is currently produced in
printed form and paid for at great price, will
become free on the Internet. Let us say for the
sake of argument that the users of the Internet can
get it organised so that it is as easy to find the
article in which you are interested on the Internet,
as it is to find it in the conventional printed
journal, with all its apparatus of contents pages,
annual indexes, citation indexes, abstracting
journals and what have you, and that you can get
it free and print it out for no more than the price
of a photocopy. Let us suppose that all papers
currently printed on paper are published on the
Internet in refereed fashion. Who is going to pay
for the refereeing? Who is going to pay for the
organisation of materials on the Internet? Yes, it
is possible for mankind to get together in a great
co-operative endeavour; for this person to be
responsible for indexing, for that person to be
responsible for abstracting; for this other person
to organise the referees, and so on, and to do it,
not for payment, but as part of their regular
duties. It would be possible for universities to get
together in consortia, to agree that their academic
staff would give freely of their time for refereeing,
editing and controlling the electronic journals,
and to exclude the publishers. Let us imagine
that this is possible. How many printed journals
are published in that way now? Yes, some editors
do it for nothing. Most referees do it for nothing
as part of their contribution, but not many, if any,
academics are willing to put in the time to do all
that boring administration, proof reading, sorting
out the type and getting the printing done.
People, on the whole, get paid for doing the
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boring, administrativejobs to do with scholarly
publishing and that money has got to mme from
somewhere. The last million years of human
evolution suggest that completely selfless,
philanthropic co-operation does not exist, but that
some kind of commercial organisation will move
in to act as go-betweens, to do the job and take a
cut. Also, there is evidence that even where the
scientists make their material freely available
over the Internet, perhaps in draft or sample
form, most of them then go on to publish the final
version in a refereed printed serial. I do not know
how many refereed electronic serials there are at
the moment but it is an insignificant number
compared to the number of printed refereed
serials. The numbers will have to increase
because the academics will continue to want the
respectability conveyed by the refereeing process.
The priang of electronic serials is a major
concern. Electronic products seem to cost more
than their printed equivalents, because you can
do so much more with them. Therefore, the
argument goes, the price should be higher to
reflect the greater added value. This is regardless
of whether the cost of production is any greater.
There seem to be two views about this: some
publishers say that there is little if any scope for
reducing production costs by going electronic,
but rather that there are large development costs
which must be reflected in the price; academic
enthusiasts claim that there is scope for reducing
costs by 70% by going electronic. Publishers are
clearly concerned to protect their margins. They
must also be concerned that, if they produce an
electronic serial, there will be a vast number of
freeloaderswho gain access to the serial without
paying for it, and that there will be wholesale
cancellations of subscriptions. Copyright is a
factor here. There must be a suspicion that
publishers wish to control all access to electronic
serials and to charge fees for allowing users to do
things for which they currently do not pay fees.
The present pridng structure for printed serials is
as follows:
Subscription paid to publisher
Fees paid to CLA to allow multiple copies
No fees paid for copies made under the "fair
dealing" provisions

fact that the identity of the user and the frequency
of use of each article can be monitored. There is a
suggestion that publishers may charge a single
subscription or site licence fee which will allow
all possible uses of a serial, thus eliminating the
need for the CLA, and for monitoring of use, but
this concept suggests that the possibility of
making copies for fair dealing will be lost.
Librarians must not allow this to happen. At
present we know that some publishers are
seeking to do deals with individual libraries, and
that the funding councils are investigating the
possibility of a national site licence. An
alternative model would be to charge an access
fee, and then for each recorded use, but there are
arguments against this as well. Rather than
rehearse them here it seems better to make a few
statements which might spark discussion:
Users want to be able to read or browse
electronic information without having to pay
for it at the point of use.
Libraries want to be able to keep, in digital
form, copyright material which they have
paid for, even when they cease to pay the
current subscription.
Libraries want to supply documents in
electronic form.
In order to justify a higher price, an
electronic serial must offer commensurate
value added when compared with its printed
equivalent.
In order to pay higher prices for electronic
serials, libraries will have to find savings
elsewhere in their budgets.
In order to enable the widespread use of
electronic serials there will need to be
continuing investment in equipment, in
universities and in international network
links.

Various models for charging for electronic
serials are possible - models made possible by the

Given that we have established that market forces
are inequitable and that democracy does not exist,

I would like to add an observation: few of the
academics I encounter are at d l concerned about
receiving copyright fees for their research articles
but they are very much aware of the value of their
teaching materials - lecture notes, course books
and even reading lists.

The politically economical librarian
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what then is the role of the librarian responsible
for providing services to the ivory tower? The
librarian can do three things and must do three
things. The first is to tell the truth, to present the
facts as they are. A fact is that serials cost more
every year and that the amount paid by the
library each year exceeds, by a significant
amount, the rate of retail price inflation. Serials
publishers have plausible reasons for this:
exchange rates, an increase in the number of
articles published and so on. These reasons are
not very helpful. Taking it year on year, the
amount paid for an individual title does increase,
and it is irrelevant to the library that we get more
pages for our money. We cannot choose to have
only the same number of pages that we had last
year, for the same price that we paid last year.
The second responsibility of the librarian is to
act fairly; to balance the needs of students with
those of academic staff, of teaching, learning and
research, and to take account of minority groups,
and majority groups, without power as well as
those minority groups with power.
The third responsibility of the librarian is to
look to the long term by having a long term
policy for the acquisition of information to
support the institution's mission. This includes
taking a serious view on the possibilities for cooperation. In the support of research libraries
have always relied on co-operation, and we have
to exploit new technology to improve on past
performance. That will mean, however, some
kind of serious investment in the new technology
to ensure that all researchers have equal access.
We cannot leave it to individuals, or even to
individual departments, within universities to
make the necessary investments. The university
must have a policy, and funds to implement that
policy, to ensure that individual researchers,
particularly those in the arts, are not
disadvantaged. At the national level SuperJANET
is said to have the capacity for carrying the likely
traffic resulting from a switch to serious use of
electronic journals, but the transatlantic link will
be seriously overloaded.
If we look at the non-electronic models of cooperation, we can envisage a model in which
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some libraries are supported to recognise their
regional role. If this model involves significant
transfers of resources, then there are going to be
some losers, and librarians will be pressing to
restore the balance.
In summary, the librarian must as always tell
the ,truth, act fairly and look to the long term. In
the current situation, the librarian with a wary
eye on the future and the runaway inflation in
serials prices will draw strength from the student
revolution. Given the way in which universities
are funded, with so called efficiency gains
imposed year on year so that in real terms public
support is declining, and given that salary rises
always exceed the rate of inflation allowed for in
the grant, library resources are bound to decline
in real terms. If at the same time the price of
materials, particularly serials, is inflating at a
greater rate than even standard inflation, let alone
university inflation, then all things are being
squeezed by the price of serials. No sensible
librarian wants to put himself in the position
where next year's price rise will break the bank,
and that is why the pressure for cancelling serials
comes from the librarian. If, at the same time,
there is pressure from students to improve the
quality of learning support, then the pressure for
cancellations will get even greater.
In the time available I have not been able to go
into very much detail, and I have had to leave out
many things of great interest, such as life-cycle
costing, the measurement of benefit, and the
seductive delights of ondemand and customised
publishing, all of which affect the librarian's view
of future budgets. So far as I can see, none of the
exciting developments in information provision
will reduce the pressure on library budgets in the
short term. What I fear is that libraries will
continue to be squeezed, so that they will be
unable to take advantage of new developments,
and impatient users will use their devolved
budgets to buy in services which they perceive as
cheaper, and which they will not make available
to the wider academic community.

