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Journal consolidation means that
issues go first to a subscription
agent, who can thus save the
library much check-in, claiming
and even physical processing
work, while providing a more
reliable and often faster serrnSennce.
The relatiw costs and benefrts are
considered for subscribers in
diffuent organisations and
geographic locations, along with
the implications for publishers
and especially agents of the
growing trend for libraries to
outsource some of their
traditional functions.

What is consolidation?
Surprisingly, for a function which has been well established in
many library sectors for decades, and which is growing rapidly in
others, consolidation still probably requires a definition for many
people. The term is not universally recognised, and the subject has
received little attention in library literature. In the US, the home of
most of that literature, the term subscription consolidation makes a
librarian think of moving all of his business to a single agent.
Consolidation is a very clear cut alternative to the normal
process for dealing with journal subscriptions through an agent.
Conventionally a library (or an information centre, or a buying
department - the word library' is used loosely in this article)
passes all transactions such as orders and claims through its agent
rather than direct to the many publishers involved, and expects
reports on claims, invoices and other information to come back
from that agent. Meanwhile the journal issues themselves go
direct to the subscriber from the publisher. The essential element
of consolidation, on the other hand, is that the issues go from the
publisher to the agent, who consolidates them and ships them on
to the end customer.

W h y consolidate?
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Why would anyone want to do this, when conventional direct
supply involves one rather than two shipping operations? Why,
when the conventional method might be expected to be faster, with
less opportunity for error?
The short answer is that consolidation is often faster and always
more reliable. The earliest, and probably still the largest market
for consolidation is among academic and research libraries in the
less developed world. Poor external postal systems, compounded
sometimes by poor internal distribution processes, mean that
direct supply can be a nightmare for the library, the agent and the
publisher because of the high incidence of loss or pilferage and
consequential claims. This can be made worse where there is a
shortage of experienced staff. Journal issues amve much more
safely if they come consolidated in a regular well-documented
consignment.
Consolidation then began to be exploited by other subscribers a
long distance away from the major publishing centres. For
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example, Australia is hardly part of the less
developed world, but it is still very far from
London, Amsterdam or New York for
subscriptions taking three months to amve by
surface; and airmail or surface-airlifted is usually
significantly more expensive. Australians could
get used to reading journals later than their peers
in Europe or North America, but less acceptable
was that by the time a missing issue was
recognised it was often out of time according to
the publisher's claiming rules. This could mean
at best having to pay for the replacement issue; at
worst, and espeaally for the more popular
journals taken by public libraries, the issue could
by then be out of print. Consolidation is a much
faster and safer way of sending journals long
distances; with the progressive drop in airfreight
rates it becomes much more economically viable.
Another factor attracting libraries in some
parts of the world has been the opportunity for
saving on airmail or other overseas publisher
rates. Except where very tight sole agency
conditions exist - and these seem more and more
an anachronism in this age of the information
superhighway - publishers are usually willing to
supply journals at domestic rates to a domestic
address wherever the end customer is. This can
generate worthwhile gross savings, some of
which will of course be offset by airfreight and
other consolidation costs. There was a spell in the
mid 1980s when some European journal
publishers had such wide price variations for
North America - well above the differential
distribution costs - that US librarians felt
discriminated against and the term 'price
gouging' was bandied about. Some librarians
were able to persuade European agents to
consolidate for them in order to bypass what they
perceived as an injustice. Nowadays publishers
are much more enlightened; most of them
demand to know the identity of the end user but
this is for quite legitimate marketing information
needs. Some however still perversely charge the
overseas rate for all subscriptions delivered to an
agent, however close he is.

Outsourcing
There is one final dynamic in the growth in
consolidation, and this is probably now the most
important. Outsourcing sounds to many like an
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ugly buzzword, but it still best describes the
process where a library delegates to a third party
those functions which can be more cost effectively
handled there. Gary Shirk, Chief Information
Officer at YBP Inc, in a valuable article'
concludes that: "If resources are being
squandered to maintain processes that, while
necessary, distract the library from key objectives,
immediate revaluation is needed. If a problem
exists, outsourcing might be part of the solution".
Outsourcing happens more and more as libraries
are motivated to 're-engineef - another buzzword
- or to carry out a fundamental appraisal of their
purpose and processes. As part of this exercise
they recognise how much it costs them to do inhouse some things which can often be handled
much better by booksellers or subscription
agents. The main growth in this area now is with
academic and public libraries. Speaal and in
particular corporate libraries have been
outsourang for years, long before the expression
was coined. They do not usually have the same
longstanding professional traditions about what
should be done within a library, and their
commercial environment has always ensured that
they are pragmatic, particularly in the area of
people costs. Other special libraries have opted
for consolidation solely for practical reasons. For
example, a major US government department has
had its journals consolidated for more than 20
years. Their key concern is to get the issues fast
to the right people, in a highly volatile
environment. It is only feasible to make frequent
changes to delivery names and addresses through
a consolidating agent. An extension of this
approach is for the agent to provide easy to use
facilities for maintenance of circulation lists, so
that these can be attached before issues are
shipped.
This then leads on to a range of other value
added services which a consolidating agent can
provide. The most obvious of these is that of
check-in and claims. Claiming is arguably the
most important service provided by an agent and
can be done much more effectively when
combined with consolidation. In the conventional
process a library reports issues that it perceives as
missing to its agent, who then attempts to sort out
the problem with the publisher. This method
provides an easy and single contact point for the
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library, but it entails obvious problems. If an
issue has been lost, rather than merely delayed,
the agent is the pig-in-the-middle between
publisher and end customer without even the
advantage of seeing the ball going over his head or not as the case may be. Philosophies on the
claiming process vary between agents and
between publishers. Some agents treat first
claims relatively casually, because they know
that many publishers do the same, especially with
automated claims. So messages like 'claimed on
the publisher' or 'please re-check your holdings'
clutter up the systems throughout the distribution
chain. Some agents are assiduous, and encourage
libraries to report the satisfactory conclusion of
all claims so that they do not have to assume the
problem has gone away by default. Either way,
the process is rather less than perfect, whereas the
consolidating agent knows for certain whether the
issue has come or not. Normally, he will be closer
to the publisher and will receive the issue earlier
than the end customer would. Often the agent
will have other consolidated orders for the same
title, so that it is easy to see whether any are
missing. The claim will be generated
automatically and rapidly (and never out of time)
and will contain full details of the order and of
payment. Most publishers treat such claims from
consolidating agents much more seriously than
early first claims from libraries, especially if they
are overseas. The consolidating agent will also be
quite sure when the replacement issue has been
received and never has to assume it just because
the library stops claiming.
So claiming was the obvious first value added
service as an adjunct to consolidation. The
consignment can then arrive at the end customer
with a detailed advice note listing both the
contents and any claimed issues. At any desired
intervals the agent can provide a cumulative
report on each title throughout the subscription
year with the full story for each issue. The basic
data exists to provide any further statistics
required by a customer. Check-in is however still
one rather weak area within the generally efficient
process of consolidation, because all too often it
happens twice. The agent has to check-in the title,
and an easy by-product from this function is the
provision of data in machine readable form to
minimise keying at the library. This can go by
diskette with the issues or can be transmitted by
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email or FTP. Nevertheless systems
complications unfortunately mean that some
libraries still have to key in their issues again
when they receive them; but at least there should
be no question of claims being necessitated. An
allied element that has not been as widely
expldited as it might have been is that of
barcodes. Agents commonly generate at check-in
a barcode to identify each title issue for their own
control purposes. These can easily be created in
SISAC format for example or otherwise tailored
to customers' needs, so that wanding can replace
keying at the library.
Other physical processing functions can also be
outsourced to a consolidating agent, in addition
to the circulation lists mentioned above.
Libraries' own barcodes can be affixed, security
triggers can be inserted or ownership stamps
applied - services which have been offered by
public library suppliers to their book customers
for many years.
There may be good strategic reasons for a
library to want to outsource some of its
traditional functions, but there is no economic
advantage in delegating a task which is going to
cost the same at the agent. The cost will
eventually come back even if it may seem to be
absorbed in an overall charge for the
subscription; agents just cannot swallow extra
expenses from their gross margin. However,
many functions can be carried out much more
effectively and economically by a consolidating
agent than in a library, either because of the
agent's better contact with publishers or just
because he has economies of scale.

Relative costs
In many situations consolidation is the only way a
library can achieve a satisfactory service.
However, cost factors are the main reason for
more and more libraries switching to
consolidation, so it is worth focusing on these.
There will always be some element of gross
savings on the publishers' subscription rates for
overseas. Some of these savings will be absorbed
by the costs of delivery from the agent to the
customer, which will vary according to method
and distance. Everetts/Universal for example
airfreights to customers in North America, the Far
East and Australasia, delivers in its own van to
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customers in the London area and uses couriers
for the rest of the UK. Frequency of delivery is of
course another factor influencing cost, and there
will always be savings if journal issues are
shipped at the same time as books. There will be
additional costs involved for the consolidating
agent's check-in and handling work; they will
depend on the number of issues involved, and the
complexiv of the titles (shorthand for the relative
efficiency of the publisher or his distributor). If
physical processing functions are camed out,
these will also add to the agent's costs, but these
will be offsetby savings in the library. It is hard
to generalise about relative costs if only because
the mix of titles can vary so much. However, the
key factor is mainly the structure and other
circumstances at the end customer, and especially
how rigorously their current in-house costs are
measured. Overall, while it would be wrong to
suggest that in all cases cost savings can be
achieved via consolidation, many libraries are
doing so, and the others should at least consider it
seriously.

Other advantages
Many non-cost benefits have already been
commented on. Probably the most important is
that consolidation provides what is often a faster
but always a more reliable way to get journal
issues on to library shelves or into the hands of
individual readers. At the same time it can
liberate skilled staff from having to carry out
largely clerical functions such as check-in,
claiming and physical processing. Meanwhile,
everyone in the distribution chain - publishers,
agents and librarians alike - gains from a
reduction in claims. Fewer issues are missing and
fewer unnecessary claims are made on publishers.
Consolidation provides other by-products; for
example it provides agents with information
about dates of publication and patterns of
delivery. While some major journal publishers
provide accurate and easily useable data on their
titles, for many others consolidation is the best
way for an agent to get the hard information he
needs. Another bonus derives from the fact that,
as librarians who receive issues direct from
publishers know, quirks in distribution systems
often mean that they receive duplicate copies.
The same thing happens when issues go through
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a consolidating agent, but now they can be much
more usefully recycled to meet claims - to the
advantage of everyone in the chain.

The agent's point of view
Finally what is the subscription agent's
perspective on consolidation? First they have to
recognise that it is going to increase beyond the
current 10-20%of subscriptions. Consolidation
will grow because it can provide significant
benefits to libraries when they feel greater
pressure for increases in efficiency, and as they
are forced to consider outsourcing as a way of
achieving this. Historically, the concept of
outsourcing functions such as physical processing
of materials has been much more developed for
books, at first mainly with public libraries but
now progressively with academic libraries.
Among the latter there is now a growing trend for
many of the functions historically carried out by
technical services and collection management
departments to be delegated to booksellers. The
pressures that have caused this apply equally to
serials acquisitions.
Agents perceive this trend in different ways,
often according to their own history. For
example, in North America as opposed to Europe
there has traditionally been a clear dichotomy
between booksellers and subscription agents, so
that subscription agents tended not to become
involved in any physical handling or distribution
of material. This aside, inevitably there are some
agents who are more positive than others about
promoting consolidation services. It is not
something that can be done half-heartedly,
because it requires considerable investment. To
be at all credible an agent must have a base in the
UK or Europe and in the United States, in order to
receive the bulk of issues quickly and where
possible at domestic rates. A consolidating agent
must invest in additional systems, in the
resources for processing, and above all in training
good people; and if he is not a bookseller he must
invest in understanding the complexities of
distribution.
Agents cannot expect that consolidation and
ancillary services are going to provide a massive
extra source of profit - market conditions mean
that most functions are going to have to be
charged out at little more than cost. Sometimes
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consolidation can be an additional source of
cashflow for an agent, if any of the extra charges
for consolidation are paid up-front at the time of
the main renewal. However, the key factor for
most agents is that the provision of a wider
variety of services creates a very solid
opportunity to strengthen relationships with
customers. They also trust that more and more
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publishers will recognise the clear benefits that
consolidation brings to them, and a d accordingly.
Reference
1

I

'

I

1

Shirk, G.M.,Outsourced Library Technical
Services: the Bookseller's Perspective, Library
Acquisitions: Practice & Thewy, 1994, 18 (4)
383-395

