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Librarians Must Have the Authority to Cancel

Subscriptons to Seldom-Used Journals

AT? Philosophical Mag-
azine has been can-
celed?!™

“Yes, Professor Ran-

som, it has.”

"*How can you do that? It is central 10
my research! You don't understand.™

*Yes, | do understand. But, Professor
Ransom, the subscription price incrcased
another 30 per cent this year, and our rec-
ords indicate it was checked out only twice
last year.”

“That makes no difference! That is an
important journal. The library can’t cancel :
i

Such scenes are likely to be played out
many times in the days ahead, Unfortu-
nately, costs of professional journals will
continue to spiral upward in 1991, straining
the budgets of many college and universi-
ty libranies. For example:

x The price of Philosophical Maga-
zine: A, B, and C (Taylor and Francis,
United Kingdom) has increased 45 per
cent, from $775to §1,125, with no increase
in the number of I1ssues.
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x [nternational Journal of Fracture
(Kluwer Academic Publishers) will double the number
of issues published in 1991 from 12 to 24, but the price
increased 154 per cent, from $437 to $1,112.

x Biopolymers (John Wiley) grew from one annual
volume of 14 issues to two volumes of 28 issues and
increased its price by 103 percent, from $775t0 $1,575.

x Energy Sources (Taylor and Francis, United King- -

dom) still publishes quarterly but increased its price by
58 per cent, from $120 to $199.

x Concurrency (John Wiley, United Kingdom)
changsd-from a quarterly to a bimonthly and raised its
price from S155 to $270, a 74-per-cenl increase.

While it is truc that the value of the dollar has been
falling und that some journals continue to expand the
number of issues and pages they publish each year,
rising prices are making it increasingly difficult for li-
brarians to meet faculty members' demands for sub-
scriptions and still balance their budgets.

The current price increases are a replay of the mid-
1980°s, but circumstances have changed since then. In
1985. most librarians were caught by surprise. We
hardly understood what was happening, let alone the
underlying causes, which included increased produc-
tion costs, devaluation of the dollar, increased num-
bers of pages published, and publishers® profiteering.
Most faculty members and researchers were totally
unawarc of the havoc periodical publishers were
wreaking on libraries. .

The explosion of prices in the mid-80's tnggered a
vanely of reactions. Librarians protested and generat-
ed voluminous data to support their allegations that the
pricec increases were nol justified. They threatened to
boycotl certain publishers, canceled subscriptions, be-
gan shanng penodicals with other libraries, and robbed
their budgets for purchase of monographs to pay for
subscnptions, |

This time around, it is not just librarians who are
concerned. Leamned socicties and professional associa-
tions also arc raising the alarm. In articles and meet-
ings, they have publicized the problem of prohibitive
Journal costs and the need for publishers to moderate
price increases. Some university administrators have
urged sweeping reforms. Why shouldn't universitics
become more active as publishers, printing rescarch
that traditionally has appcared in scholarly journals?
Why shouldn’t universities seek to gain control of the
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copynghts to research produced by faculty members?
After all, they reason, why should universities pay
twice for the same research? _
So our often-lethargic academic community definite-
ly has been aroused. What has been the result?
Nothing really has happened at all. Either universi-
ties' protests have been ignored or our actions have

. not been strong enough to persuade publishers to limit

their price increases. What, then, should our next steps
be?
“While there are no perfect solutions, if libraries are

“Administrators, increasingly hard-
pressed to make ends meet, cannot
continue to expand library budgets
to keep pace with the.continuing
spiral of journal prices.”
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willing to alter long-standing practices, they could take
a few steps to inject some price restraint into the peri-
odicals markel. For one thing, they could cancel sub-
scriptions to journals that still are considered presti-
gious but that are no longer consulted much because
they are not at the cutting edge of a discipline. (Cancel-
lations stemming from the last round of pnce increases
have weeded out duplicate subscniptions and special-
1zed journals that are neither prestigious nor consulted
frequently; but most prestigious tlitles so far have e¢s-
caped the budget ax.) It now may be more important to
provide a collection of journals currently in demand
than to provide an unbroken run of bound volumes of

journals that are rarely consulted. Libranes traditional-

ly have tned both to acquire collections for fulure use
and to respond to the current nceds of users. We may
not be able to continuc to do both.

Librarians who cancel subscriptions to seldom-used
penodicals may invite verbal abuse from the few facul-
tly members afTected., But I remember perusing our
stacks a few years ago and discovenng numecrous jour-
nals whose mail wrappers were unopenced or that were
covered with dust, Such anccdotal evidence, plus a
study conducted by the Texas A&M University Li-
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brary, suggest thzt little connection exists
between the perceived value of ‘‘essen-
nal penodikals and the actual use

library shelves.

Libranes also could share periodicals
that not all of them subscribe to. But for
such resource siznng to work, libranes
must establish zn cffective system by
which users can cttain journals from other
libranes easily z=< quickly. Many faculty
members opposs r2source sharing because
borrowing matenzi through current interli-
brary-loan systems takes too much time
and is inconvenizat. Any proposal to can-
cel little-used journals must be accompa-
nied by a timely, efficient document-re-
tneval and delivery system for penodicals
no longer received on campus. The obsta-
cles to efhcient interlibrary lending are
more administrative and procedural than
technological; thev could be resolved if li-
branes were willinz to give these systems a
high prionty.

Eventually, electronic communication
will play a2 more important role in how re-
search is disseminated. But a transition
from pnint to electronic mediz2 will not gain much mo-
mentum until universities and professional organiza-
tions become convinced that they can save money by
producing and disseminating scientific, technical, and
medical information themselves. In the short term, in
spite of the existence of technology that scans, digi-
tizes, and reproduces matenais on demand, we are still
very much at the mercy of mzjor American and Euro-
pean publishers.

' they received during their first year on

IGHER-EDUCATION administrators, increas-

ingly hard-pressed to make ends meet, can-

not continuc to cxpand library budgels to

keep pace with the conlinuing spiral of
journal prices. And while facuity members continue to
opposc canceling subscniptions. even some of them are
tinng of the annual ntual of defending the library's
budget.

What would happen if libranans were given fnal,
unequivocal authority to cancel a journal subscription?
Too many publishers know that libranans are under
pressure 1o respond to faculty recommendations; even
libranans with authority to cancel subscriptions usual-
ly base their decisions on what the most vocal faculty
members will accept, rather than on which penodicals
are consulted most. Libranans can scream all they
want, but publishers know there sometimes is no pow-
er behind the punch.

Campus administrators should give libranans clear
and direct authority to cancel subscriptions on the ba-
sis of actual use of a journal, once effective and prompt
interlibrary delivery systems are in place. Librarians
should be the ones making such hard decisions, nol
faculty members or administrators; it is librarians who
must cxercise judgment on how to develop and main-
tain collections and enhance their utility.

Librarians can no longer be generous with their
funds; strained budgets have deprived us of this luxury.
We must begin to use the research we have conducted
on journal use to make some hard choices. In making
them, we can improve the performance of our libraries
and maybe even force some publishers to rethink their
pricing policies.

Richard M. Dougherty is professor uf:'nfﬂrmﬂffﬂﬂ and
library studies at the University of Michigan.
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