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agents' catalogues

In 1988, Colin Galloway of Glasgow University Library made a
"brief comparison of the value to serials librarians of the
catalogues that are widely arculated in this country by five
subscription agents viz. Blackwell, Dawson, EBSCO, Faxon ....and
Swets". In addition, he also compared them to the two Bowker
publications Ulrich's International Periodicals Directory and Irregular
Serials and Annuals. This article will use the 1988 comparison to
assess the current usefulness and pitfalls of the catalogues of the
four agents which remain in business - Faxon now being acquired
by Dawson in North America and Swets in Europe respectively.
What function are these catalogues expected to perform? From a
librarianor customer's point of view the following uses are made
of the catalogues firstly, to verify the existence of a specific title academics cannot always be relied upon to have correct
information; secondly to find out what titles are available in a
given subject area; thirdly, to obtain a guideline price to help in
selection and/or budgeting; fourthly, to discover or validate
bibliographic information about a given title; fifthly, to ascertain
what services the agent offers, and sixthly, how to take advantage
of such services.
Contents

Geoffrey Gilbert is Acquisitions
Manager at Aston University's
Libm y a d Information Services,
Aston Triangle, Birmingham, B4

7ET

The contents of each catalogue can be seen from Table 1.
All four subscriptions agents, quite naturally, give considerable
space to practicalities, such as methods of payment, as well as a
variety of services including the supply of holdings lists, fund
accounting or the transfer of accounts from one supplier to another.
This is not only important for the attraction of new customers but
also acts as an essential day-to-day working tool for serials
librarians in their communication with their agent(s). Additionally,
and of great importance in the day to day work of the serials
librarian, the main focus is on listings of titles for which
subscriptions can be placed.
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Table 1. Subscription agents' catalogues: contents
Contents

Blackwell

Dawson

EBSCO

Swets

Methods of payment
Introduction
Services available
Index to codes used
Listing of journals Listing of journals New titles
Recent title changes
Ceased journals
CD-ROM
Index to advertisers
Continuations
Order form
Sample copy request
Quotation request

Size and scope of titles included in the
catalogues
Agents do not attempt to include in their
catalogues the complete database of serials,
CD-ROMs and continuations that they have
compiled. They all make statements that the
titles listed are " ... a selection from the file of
120,000 active titles...(Swets)" or " ... these are the
titles most frequently appearing on orders from
libraries of universities .... (Blackwell)" or " ... the
titles.... most commonly in demand by our
customers.....(Dawson)" and " ...the titles libraries
order most frequently from EBSCO...(EBSCO)".

The numbers involved have not altered it
seems very much from the 1988 survey.
Agent:

Blackwell

Dawson EBSCO Swets

catalogue

22,000

8,500

database

200,000

150,000

70,000

30,000

235,000 120,000

If this policy of only listing the most frequently
ordered titles seems restrictive, it must be
remembered that access to the agents' full
databases is available over networks such as
SuperJanet, Janet, and the Internet.
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For comprehensive listings in hard copy of
serial titles available it is necessary to consult
alternative sources: firstly, in the form of the wellknown directories, such as Ulrich's International
Periodicals Directoy, The Standard Periodical
Directory or EBSCO's The Serials Directoy;
secondly, in the bibliographies produced by
national libraries such as Current Serials Received
or Current British joumalspublished by The British
Library Document Supply Centre; thirdly, by
utilising union serials catalogues such as that of
BLCMP users or OCLC, a large amount of
information can be obtained; fourthly, a further
useful source of information is media guides such
as Willings and Benns. The range of information in
these four options varies considerably.
The scope of agent's catalogues is such that
they include titles published all over the world in
a wide range of languages. They are genuinely
global in the sense that the serials agent will
attempt to supply what ever is ordered. It is
perhaps an unwitting tribute to themselves that
they can list in their catalogues, and hence
supply, such a large number of titles, in so many
languages, published in such diverse geographic
locations. The type of material included in the
catalogues ranges from the traditional hard copy
titles, either as serials or continuations, through
microforms to the now ubiquitous CD-ROM and
electronic journals. In addition, attempts are made
to list new titles, title changes and ceased titles.

Subscription prices
Subscription prices always loom large in the life
of both agents and librarians. All agents
catalogues give price information. Each agent is
careful to explain the reliability and extent to
which the prices listed can be utilised by
customers.
Dawson declare that " all prices are for
guidance only......are selected from publishers'
advertised rates for direct subscription to United
Kingdom and principal overseas addresses.....".
Detailed price quotations are available on request
for particular journal requirements but such
estimates " will be subject to any changes notified
by publishers, .........in addition to the rate of
exchange prevailing when each subscription is
ordered ...". All prices are in sterling.
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Blackwell first of all explain that each price
quoted is for a one year subscription and that the
prices listed were "as listed in our files for 1994".
They maintain that prices quoted should be " a
reasonably accurate cost of a subscription for
1994", but because of fluctuations in the exchange
rate of sterling, the cost of non-United Kingdom
titles may vary depending upon when the
subscription was placed with the publisher.
Blackwell also invite quotations for any title not
appearing in the catalogue. All prices are in
sterling with separate prices for United Kingdom
and overseas customers.
Swets state that the publishers' price is listed in
the original currency with postage included.
Separate domestic and foreign rates are listed as
appropriate. Prices do not include VAT where
this is applicable. Swets also make a proviso that
all information in the catalogue, including prices,
is subject to change without notice.
EBSCO declare that the "prices in this catalog ...
are the latest available at printing time..... all
prices are subject to change without notice ...
based on publisher decision prior to the
acceptance of order". They explain that prices
vary because of publishers' price changes,
geographic location of the subscriber and the
costs of special despatch.
These complexities mean that the prices quoted
in the catalogue should be regarded only as "an
international guide". Prices are listed in US $
other than those titles published in Canada (CN $1
and Australia (AU $). They also make it clear that
rates for individuals cannot be used for schools
and libraries - an individual (personal)
subscription will only be sent to a personal
address. Quotations are requested and it is stated
that the lowest authorized publisher price will be
quoted for titles not included in the catalogue.
Subscription prices are perhaps the most
important piece of information that librarians are
attempting to ascertain when consulting agents'
catalogues. It is important, therefore, that the
agents provide as much information as possible
about the prices listed in their catalogues.
Explanations of what is included in each price postage, VAT, handling and account charges - is
very important. It is equally important that this
information is presented in a clear and integrated
way - that is, all in one place - and not scattered
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Table 2. Subscription agents' catalogues: bibliographic information
Bibliographic information

Blackwell

Dawson

EBSCO

Titles listed alphabetically

Yes

Yes

Yes

Subject listing

Yes

Y'==

price

Yes

Y'==

in sterling

in $US,$CAN,
$AUS

frequency

Yes

Yes

volume no. cited

no

Y'==

country of publication

Yes

Yes

publisher

no

no

publisher address

no

no

ISSN

no

Yes

Title page and index

no

no

Abstracting/indexing

no

no

currencies

in sterling with

UK and overseas
price

over different sections of the catalogue, as has
happened in the current catalogues.
From Table 2 it can be seen how titles are listed
and what information is available about them by
and from the four agents concerned.

Organisation of listings
All the agents list their titles alphabetically, but in
comparison with 1988, Blackwell remain the only
agent not to provide subject access. EBSCO has
initiated a policy of catalogues for such subject
areas as law, health sciences and biomedicine.
They also provide lish of periodicals for public
libraries, as well as elementary and secondary
school libraries. These may have a North
American bias but the potential for U.K.and

Swets

in original currency with
postage included. Domestic
and foreign rates listed if
appropriate

European catalogues of the same ilk is made
obvious.
Integration into one list of all types of
subscription - serials, continuations, CD-ROMs
etc - was highlighted as a means of making
catalogues easier to use, by eliminating the
necessity to check more than one sequence for a
particularly elusive title. On the other hand, some
customers may prefer to have separate sequences
for different forms of publication as this helps to
maintain a clear picture.
In order to include as much information as is
a large number of
are used for place of publication, frequency of
publication, title page and index, abstract and
indexing sources. It is essential, therefore, that
keys for these codes are made easily identifiable
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as the catalogue is being consulted. This point
was made in 1988 and has still not properly been
implemented. As was suggested then, a fold out
guide would be the most appropriate way to do
this.

Bibliographic information
All agents provide information about title, price,
frequency of publication and country of
publication.
Dawson are the only agent who do not give
details of volume number or the ISSN. The
availability of ISSNs is very useful when
gathering together information about a title in
order to catalogue it or to create an order record
for a subscription. Perhaps, agents should insist
that they receive notification of the ISSN for a
new title from the publisher, before it goes into
their catalogues.
Swets are the only agent who gives details
about publishers and none give the address or
contact details for them. As Colin Galloway noted
in 1988, this can be regarded as a natural
safeguard against customers dealing direct with
publishers. However, this is more likely to be
because of the extra space, and hence cost, that
this inclusion might entail. After all, the potential
benefits of using an agent are meant to illuminate
the hardship for customers of dealing with
publishers on an individual basis! It is useful to
know the name of the publisher, both in terms of
aiding the selection process and facilitating
contact when attempting to fill in missing
information such as ISSNs.
Only Blackwell explain details concerning the
availablity of title page and index(es). This type of
information can be extremely useful in setting up
binding records which are much easier to
establish and control on computerised systems.
EBSCO alone provide details of where a title
may be abstracted or indexed - the main source
for this information being Ulrich's. To illustrate
the increasing amount of information that may be
required about a title, Ulrich's now give details of
document delivery services through which a title
may be available, e.g. ADONIS, BLDSC, or
Uncover, or whether it is available on CD-ROM.
Indeed, in its user's guide Ulrich's give a sample
entry which has 39 elements to it!
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Concluding remarks
The individual characters of each of the
catalogues represent perhaps what each company
is setting out to achieve. EBSCO produce a very
useful catalogue crammed with information
about their services and how to use them; as well
as providing an integrated and bibliographically
comprehensive listing of serials titles. Dawson
and Blackwell appear to be more restricted in
what they set out to achieve especially
bibliographically but still provide enough
information to allow serials librarians to identify
titles they are interested in. Swets have found a
stylish compromise between these two extremes,
as well as providing a "European" dimension. As
indicated earlier there are bibliographies,
directories, guides, library union catalogues and
databases which provide that information not
made initially available by agents for whatever
reason. Serials librarians should always have
some means of confirming or supplementing the
information in these catalogues. If they do not, it
is certain that the serials agents would see it as
their role to be sought out to help provide that
information!
Finally, above all else, these catalogues provide
a wealth of bibliographic information FREE OF
CHARGE! Copies may be obtained from: B.H. Blackwell Ltd
Periodicals Division
P.O. Box 40
Hythe Bridge St.
Oxford OX1 2EU

Tel. 01865 792792
Fax 01865 791438

Dawson UK Ltd.
Cannon House
Folkestone
Kent CT19 5EE

Tel. 01303 850101
Fax 01303 850440

EBSCO Subscription Services
Scotts Sufferance Wharf
1 Mill St.
St. Saviour's Dock
Tel. 0171 237 0444
London SEI 2DF
Fax 0171 357 7507
Swets U.K. Ltd.
32 Blacklands Way
Abingdon Business Park
Abingdon
Oxfordshire OX14 ISX

Tel. 01235 530809
Fax 01235 535055

