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The spread of consortial licensing and the ‘Big Deal’ has
been rapid and far-reaching. While there would appear to be
many advantages associated with this purchasing model,
there are also reservations about its impact on librarian
choice and concerns that it may serve to further consolidate
the dominant position of some of the biggest STM publish-
ers. However, until recently little qualitative or quantitative
research had been undertaken into the impact this purchas-
ing model is having upon the scholarly communication sys-
tem. This article summaries the findings of a research pro-

gramme run by the Ingenta Institute in 2002 which consisted
of three separate independent studies into the perceived ad-
vantages and disadvantages of the consortial site license for
libraries, institutions, publishers and end-users. Preliminary
conclusions suggest that while this model has brought many
benefits to all stakeholders, it is unlikely to continue in its
current form, with significant adaptation and development
anticipated at the next round of consortial license renewal.
While the number of consortial deals may indeed increase in
the future, these deals will not necessarily be ‘Big Deals’.

Introduction

Over the last four to five years, academic, public
and special libraries in many countries have been
joining together to negotiate collective licenses
for the use of electronic journals and other forms
of digital information, with consortia sales fast
becoming the predominant means of negotiation
access to scholarly journals. The advent of the
‘Big Deal’, in particular — a model that enables a
group of libraries to pool their purchasing power
through a central consortium that negotiates a
multi-year electronic access agreement directly
with a large publisher, providing online access
to many additional titles at relatively little extra
cost — has played a significant part in the rapid
uptake of electronic content by users throughout
the world.

However, the ‘Big Deal’ has not been without
its critics. There are reservations within the library
community about the effect that this form of li-
censing is on the collection-building role of the
librarian. The all-you-can-eat model, which is of-

ten coupled with non-cancellation policies that
prevent librarians from cutting lesser used titles,
appears to leave little room for appropriate selec-
tion and collection-building. The all encompassing
nature of the Big Deal means a library may be
burdened with titles that have little relevance to
its users, or which are of low quality, with reduced
funds left over for the purchase of additional sub-
scriptions from smaller or society publishers (who,
for the most part, are not participating in con-
sortial sales).

There are also concerns about how future Big
Deal purchases are to be funded, as current con-
tracts near their end. The extra funding secured
by many libraries for the first round of consortial
sales is likely to be unavailable when it comes to
renewal, casting doubt on the ability of library
budgets to sustain this form of purchasing in the
longer term. The question now being asked is
how long will the consortia site license last in its
current form: whether it was the transitory pro-
duct of an exceptional period of time, as libraries
and publishers migrated from a primarily print-
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based information economy to an electronic one,
and whether new models will emerge that ac-
commodate the benefits of the Big Deal, but dis-
pense with some of the problems associated with
this form of bulk purchasing.

Ingenta Institute
Research Programme 2002

These are some of the issues addressed by the
three independent studies commissioned by the
Ingenta Institute a non-profit organisation funded
by Ingenta plc, which embarked on a major inter-
national investigation into the historical and likely
future development of the consortial site license
in 2002.

The Institute commissioned a programme of
independent and original research which set out
to determine what the main strategic and opera-
tional issues of consortial licensing have been for
all stakeholders. The programme consisted of
three separate qualitative and quantitative studies
into the development of the consortial site li-
cense, and its perceived advantages and dis-
advantages for institutions, libraries, publishers
and users.

Information industry expert Professor Donald
W. King of the School of Information Sciences,
University of Pittsburgh, conducted a comprehen-
sive review of consortium licensing in the U.S,,
outlining major trends that have occurred over
the past 25 years and analysing the impact that
recent electronic developments are having upon
the entire journal system.

King focused in detail upon how consortia can
best contribute to the benefit of all participants
within the journal system, and how publishers,
consortia and libraries can improve upon their
decision-making and optimise current purchas-
ing and distribution channels. His study drew
upon data from 15,000 surveys of U.S. scientists
and consortia questionnaires, which together with
findings from King’s own longitudinal studies of
journal usage provide fresh insights into the
impact of consortia and electronic journal pack-
ages on the changing scholarly information en-
vironment.

This research was complemented by UK-based
research consultancy Key Perspectives, who un-
dertook extensive studies into the impact that
consortium site licenses are having on libraries
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and publishers, conducting focus groups and
personal interviews with an international selec-
tion of senior publishing and consortia representa-
tives.

Their report highlighted what participants be-
lieve to be the major issues of consortial purchas-
ing, and included feedback from a wide range of
consortia, including NESLI, FEDLINK, the Bos-
ton Library Consortium, the National Electronic
Library of Finland, the Dutch Association of Uni-
versity Libraries and the Consortium of Catalo-
nian University Libraries, Spain.

A broad sample of small, medium and large
commercial and not-for-profit publishers also
contributed to Key Perspective’s study, including
the American Institute of Physics, American Psy-
chological Association, Blackwell Publishing,
BMJ Publishing Group, CABI, Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, Elsevier Science, Emerald, Institute
of Physics Publishing, John Wiley & Sons, Nature
Publishing Group, Oxford University Press and
Springer Verlag.

Finally, the Institute commissioned the Centre
for Information Behaviour and the Analysis of
Research (CiBER) of the City University, London,
to study site licensing and consortia develop-
ments from the user’s perspective, so as to gain a
more thorough and quantitative understanding
of the impact that the Big Deal and site licenses
are having upon patterns of user behaviour.

Led by David Nicholas and Paul Huntington,
the yearlong CiBER programme is analysing sta-
tistical usage data from two international pub-
lishers — Emerald (formerly MCB University
Press) and Blackwell Publishing. The CiBER proj-
ect will chart how the user behaves in a digital
information domain created by the ‘Big Deal’ and
will identify any changes that are consequently
occurring in information-seeking behaviour. To
date, CiBER have measured the digital ‘finger-
prints’ of tens of thousands of users from around
the world, approximately 50,000 of whom are Big
Deal subscribers.

Preliminary results from the first stage of the
research programme provide some illuminating
new insights into the way the consortia site li-
cence is evolving and what the future might hold
for this purchasing model. Early findings would
appear to suggest that, despite widespread adop-
tion, key stakeholders within the information com-
munity doubt whether the consortia site licence



will endure in its current form. On the contrary,
both publishers and librarians alike consider this
to be a temporary state of affairs.

Overview of consortia

Library consortia are not new phenomena. Many
have existed for decades, and perform a range of
functions beyond the negotiation of licenses and
advantageous prices for the purchase of electronic
and print journals. There are wide variations in
the function, size and type of consortia, and the
deals they strike with publishers.

Professor Donald King’s research, in particular,
pointed to significant regional variations, with
marked differences between U.S. and non-U.S.
consortia. Consortia have long been part of the
library landscape in the States, where some date
back over a hundred years and where they have
a tradition in the provision of a broad range of
network services to their members, encompassing
services based around shared resources, central
catalogues, inter-library loan and document de-
livery ordering, centralised technical and opera-
tional systems and reference resources, among
others. Whilst U.S. consortia tend often to have a
multiple-function role, those arising more recently
in Europe were predominantly developed to for
the purpose of electronic site licensing.

U.S. consortia tend to be bigger than their Euro-
pean counterparts, with an average of 182 members
per U.S. consortium, as compared to 83 members
per non-U.S. consortium. At their largest, they
may serve hundreds of thousands of users. The
OhioLINK consortium, for example, is made up
of 17 public universities, 23 community and tech-
nical colleges, 38 private colleges and the State
Library of Ohio, and serves over 500,000 stu-
dents, faculty and staff via 113 campus-based li-
brary systems and networks, and the Internet.

While the overall U.S. budget may be greater —
averaging $4.5 million for a U.S. consortium, as
compared to $640,000 for a non-U.S. consortium —
King found that the average budget per member
serviced is actually lower for U.S. consortia, av-
eraging $52,000 per member, as compared with
$64,000 per member outside the U.S.

In other respects, consortia internationally share
some similar characteristics: all have a proportion-
ately high academic membership (around 90%),
and around half of all consortia are ‘multi-type’,
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that is, serve at least two different types of library.
Non-U.S. consortia are more likely to include spe-
cial libraries within their membership, while U.S.
consortia are more likely to serve school and pub-
lic libraries.

The advent of consortial licensing

It is only in the last four to five years that there
has been marked growth in consortia whose pri-
mary purpose is to wield collective bargaining
power in the purchase of online content, a trend
in large part stimulated by developments in tech-
nology that have led to the online dissemination
of scholarly information. Financial imperatives
have also played an important part in this de-
velopment. Against the background of the ‘serials
crisis’, which produced double-digit journal sub-
scription increases over a number of years, librar-
ies welcomed the opportunity to access a greatly
expanded pool of content for relatively little extra
cost.

In many cases, libraries received extra funding
to finance consortial deals. In some instances, this
funding has been made available at a national or
regional level — as in the U.K., Switzerland, and
Canada — where for example the Canadian Na-
tional Site License Project secured £21 million in
national funding. Other libraries have received
additional funds, top-sliced from their institu-
tion’s budget. However, where no external fi-
nancing was forthcoming, money had to be found
from existing budgets, often via cuts in book
purchasing, ILL activity or cancellation of non-
Big Deal journal subscriptions.

Publishers have offered site licenses for many
years, but have only recently provided special con-
sortial arrangements in which groups of libraries
gain access to bundled collections of content.
Having established the infrastructure to deliver
electronic content to their existing users, it is rel-
atively cheap for publishers to extend access to
that content to additional users, an efficient way
of generating additional revenue and increasing
market share. Consortial arrangements from cur-
rent journal collections date back, in the main, to
the mid to late 1990s: a trend started by handful
of large and medium-sized publishers in 1997
and 1998, which was followed by a second wave
of medium sized and some smaller publishers in
1999 and 2000.
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According to Don King, several factors have
combined to make consortia licensing ‘both possi-
ble and desirable’, namely:

= First, there has been the sudden onslaught of new ma-
terials and electronic version of old materials, straining
the budgets and technical capacities of libraries.

= Second, library users want to have quick and easy ac-
cess to those materials.

= Third, national governments in Europe and North
America have been willing and eager to provide ad-
ditional funding to support broad-based consortia
designed to improve access to serious electronic in-
formation for the benefit of the public citizenry.

= Fourth, there has been a remarkable willingness on the
part of information producers to negotiate with multi-
ple institutions rather than to insist on individual con-
tracts with individual libraries.

Within a relatively short timeframe, consortial
purchasing has become the norm for many in-
stitutions. For large consortia, the number of jour-
nals delivered via the big deal is now in the
thousands. In the sample of libraries surveyed,
the proportion of consortia-member libraries’
holdings derived from consortium deals currently
averages around 50%-60%, while Key Perspec-
tives found that large and medium-sized serials
publishers now rely on library consortia for be-
tween 25%-58% of their total revenues.

Moreover, this activity looks set to increase: con-
sortia representatives indicated that they have
been steadily increased their licensing activity
since signing up their first deal. On average, con-
sortia in the Key Perspectives sample had signed
up with 12 electronic journal publishers, sub-
scribing to around 5,000 journals per consortium,
on which they spend an average of over 2 million
euros per annum. All confirmed that they expect
the number of licenses to grow in the future, as
many other publishers are now putting forward
consortial packages for consideration by the li-
brary market.

Types of consortial license deal

In general, consortial licenses have been agreed
for three to five year periods. Consortial deals
can be divided into two basic types of package.
Firstly, there is the ‘Big Deal’, also known as
the all-you-can-eat model. Pioneered by Elsevier
Science and Academic Press, and now offered by
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many major academic publishers, the Big Deal
may consist of hundreds of titles — often the pub-
lisher’s entire journals list — sold in a bundled
package to a consortium of libraries on a one-
price, one-size-fits-all basis. Typically, pricing is
based on historical subscription purchases, and a
publisher might supply a whole list for the price
of the sum of the original print subscriptions of a
library consortium, with an electronic premium
added generally in the range of between 5% and
15%. Members of the consortium gain access to
greatly expanded pool of content for relatively
little additional cost.

In the second type of arrangement, member li-
braries get access to an expanded set of journal
content, by gaining access to all the journals on a
publisher’s list that other members of the con-
sortium are already subscribing to. While not a
‘whole list’ deal, the individual member library’s
holdings are increased to total the sum of all
other members’ subscriptions to that particular
publisher’s content. Again, consortial pricing in
this arrangement tends to be based on the sum of
existing subscriptions, plus an electronic access
premium.

There are, however, variations in the pricing
matrices used.

= Some publishers offer standard access to electronic
versions of the journals (at around 90% of the print
price), with the option to buy printed journals on top
at discount.

= Others offer electronic only packages, with prices typi-
cally in the range of 85% to 90%, with electronic serv-
ice fees added on.

= Pricing may also be based on head-counts, generally
on the number of students and FTEs.

= Transactional pricing is also an option in rare cases,
though has been less popular with academic libraries.

Libraries have not only benefited in overall re-
ductions in cost-per-title: consortial deals have
often entailed improvements in usage terms. Suc-
cessful negotiations have resulted in flexible li-
censes terms for inter-library loan and the use of
articles in course packs, for example.

The negotiation process

In general, these types of deal are struck directly
between consortium and publisher. Senior librari-



ans stated that they were somewhat surprised
that subscription agents have not played a greater
role in this process, particularly as the negotiation
of consortial licenses is often a complex and pro-
tracted undertaking which impacts on the opera-
tional resources of both publishers and libraries.
One exception to this is the role that the sub-
scription agent Swets Blackwell undertook as the
Managing Agent for the NESLI (National Elec-
tronic Site Licensing Initiative) licensing scheme
for U.K. higher education establishments, which
has now run its course.

Don King'’s surveys, for example, found that a
week is generally needed for the initial stages of
a consortia license deal, thereafter an average of
80 hours per year is spent by the library dealing
with publishers, and a further 30 hours per year
with other libraries, on electronic journal services
and related issues. Key Perspectives reported that
it has not been unusual for negotiations to last for
one to two years. The creation of a customised
licence for each new deal can slow things down,
while securing the agreement of all consortium
members can be time-consuming. Deals also may
stick on certain clauses — most commonly those
relating to inflationary increases over future years,
or the issue of archiving and back-file access.

However, the process is greatly expedited by
the adoption of model licenses which are fast be-
coming the norm. The emergence of national and
international co-ordinating bodies such as the
International Consortium of Library Consortia
(ICOLC) and its European branch (EICOLC) have
also contributed to the development of standards
and best practice in the area of consortial negotia-
tion.

Libraries generally confirmed that the level of
resources and effort justified the outcome: that
the extra content they gained at considerably re-
duced cost were worth the investment of time
and resource that went into the negotiation pro-
cess itself. The only group of libraries to deviate
from this position was non-academic library com-
munity, who, due to their special and sometimes
complex needs, were less attractive prospects for
publishers and were consequently served less
well by consortial agreements.

For publishers, there have been challenges in
adapting their organisational structure, operations,
and sales strategies to accommodate consortial
selling. The negotiation of licenses requires a
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dedicated sales team who are able to devote con-
siderable time and expertise to a one-to-one
negotiation process, and new pricing matrices. A
scalable platform that can support electronic
hosting, access control, and deliver to a much-
expanded user-base is also needed, as is the ability
to track usage and cancellations against sub-
scriber records. In addition, extra personnel in
the form of administrative staff, library training,
and help-desk support may be required.

There is wide variation in the extent to which
publishers have adjusted their operations to com-
pete within the emerging consortial license mar-
ket. It is partly due to the challenges presented by
this process that consortial negotiation has tended
to favour the medium and large publisher to
date. Not only are the larger publishers able to
offer the whole-list deals that provide scalable
collections for libraries, crucially, they also have
the resources to dedicate to this intricate and
time-consuming sales process.

New initiatives are now seeking to redress this
imbalance and to help the small and the socie-
ty publisher to participate. The U.K. Association
of Learned and Professional Society Publishers
(ALPSP), is considering the development of a
multi-publisher consortium that would help bring
clusters of smaller, society-publishers journal lists
to market. PCG, the Publishers Communication
Group, a subsidiary of Ingenta, has recently
launched Consortialink, a service that similarly
makes it possible for small and medium-sized
publishers to participate in consortia negotiations
via multi-publisher packages and centralised pro-
fessional sales negotiation. Over 260 journals are
currently included in the Consortialink package,
giving libraries the opportunity to purchase titles
from smaller publishers in a cost-effective and
efficient way.

Several libraries offered examples of factors that
had contributed to successful negotiations with
publishers, which included:

= the ability to customise the language of agreements to
the needs of consortial members

= arealistic view on the part of the publisher of the cur-
rent economic climate for libraries (leading to advanta-
geous caps on price increases and payment flexibility).

= asingle contact in the publisher organisation who has
the authority to negotiate and authorise needed changes
to the publishers’ standard license agreement.
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= well-prepared, responsive, stable staff who understand
the complexities of the business and communicate well
amongst themselves within the company.

= regular, ongoing, and honest communication, with
‘give’ from both parties

Feedback was also solicited on the problems
encountered by libraries in the negotiation pro-
cess, which included:

= an inadequate and under-prepared sales force, which
may lack understanding of library budgets.

= slow responses and lack of timely communication

= sales representatives who do not have authority to make
decisions and are continuously having to go back for
approval

= overly complex price structures; constant addition of
new titles and ‘deals’; pricing based on information to
which the library does not necessarily have immediate
access (e.g. holdings lists)

= pricing dependent upon the number of consortia partici-
pants, which makes costs a ‘moving target’, and makes
decision-making about participation more difficult.

= changes in vendor contacts, and poor communication
between vendor departments

= changes in corporate structure due to acquisitions,
mergers and spin-offs.

= lack of accurate record-keeping by the publishers as to
who is part of the deal and who is subscribing directly
with them, accurate info on IP ranges, etc.

« no-cancellation clauses

Despite these drawbacks, libraries on the whole
believe that the benefits of a centralised negotia-
tion process far outweigh the disadvantages.

Advantages of the consortial license

The Big Deal has clearly been successful on a
number of levels. One of the major benefits of
consortial licensing has been rapid and wide-
spread penetration of electronic content, which
has in turn stimulated increased usage of that
content. Libraries have gained access to a vastly
increased pool of content, users have benefited
from access to a broader information resource,
authors from greater exposure to their work, while
participating publishers have reported dramatic
increases in downloaded articles. The longer-
term and more general benefits arguably mean an
increased return on library investment in research
resources, and an increased institutional capacity
for research output.
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Consortial participation has given the library
community a more powerful influence on the
market. Libraries of all sizes have the benefits of
budgetary stability via price-capped, multiple year
deals with agreed upon inflationary increases.
Where average annual price increases for print
holdings had been running at 16-22%, Big Deal
annual increases have averaged around 6 to 7%.
Access to increased content holdings has ad-
ditionally resulted in some cost-savings in inter-
library lending and document delivery, while the
shift to electronic aggregations means that shelv-
ing and processing costs may also be reduced.
Some consortia have also been able to take ad-
vantage of specialised servers and software pro-
vided by some Big Deal arrangements, and many
have benefited from efficiencies in centralised
license negotiations.

The small library has especially benefited from
consortial licenses. One of the features of con-
sortial licensing highlighted by Key Perspectives,
was that this type of library tends to be the most
reliant on the big deal to supply the largest part
of its holdings and access, while larger libraries
are still purchasing a relatively high proportion
of content independently.

Participating publishers, too, have experienced
many benefits. As well as the additional income
consortial deals have provided, publishers have
welcomed the opportunity to bank on stable rev-
enue streams over a three to five year timeframe.
Some have also introduced non-cancellation poli-
cies as part of the license terms, although such
policies have not been popular with libraries.

Although they may initially have begun to of-
fer Big Deal packages in response to competitor
activity, publishers quickly discovered the ad-
vantages of step-increases in market share, as
greater amounts of content were made available
to a vastly expanded user base. Key Perspectives
found that those that came early to market now
appear to be enjoying first-mover advantages,
having claimed a share of library ‘big deal’ bud-
gets and established a consortial customer base
consisting of many thousands of end-users.

Impact on usage

One of the primary advantages of the consortial
licence and the ‘Big Deal’ cited by participants is
the impact this purchasing and access model has



had upon usage levels. It is generally attested
that the availability of this extra electronic content
has led to greater use. Participating publishers
have reported dramatic increases in downloads,
and such increase in usage is adduced, in turn, to
lead to increase in citation, and ultimately pro-
tection against cancellation.

Don King’s research showed that as a result of
electronic availability and of increased efficien-
cies in automated searching, the average number
of journals now used by scientists has increased
to 20 journals per scientist, up from 13 journals
per scientist 25 years ago. King’s research also sug-
gests that increased access to electronic journals
may result in scientists reading from a broader
range of journals and spending less time on each
individual journal.

While this is not directly attributable to the ‘big
deal’ and consortial licenses, but to general elec-
tronic availability of content, publishers report
that journals which were previously not sub-
scribed to by individual libraries experience usage
when they are made available to that library’s
users via a consortial deal.

Although there is still some uncertainly over
early usage data from consortia — with few con-
sortia hosting data locally — it would appear that
titles previously unavailable to users are accessed
once made available in electronic form to a con-
sortia user base. Data from OhioLINK suggests
titles that were previously not subscribed to,
often experience high access levels once made
available as part of a ‘Big Deal’, particularly in
smaller libraries (Diedrichs, 2001). While others
have questioned whether peripheral titles do in-
deed experience high levels of usage (rather than
low) it is nevertheless apparent that content, once
made accessible, is used.

Evidence from CiBER’s investigation into con-
sortial licence user behaviour confirms that ‘Big
Deal’ users take advantage of the greater choice
on offer. CiBER’s case study of the U.K.-based
publisher Emerald’s collection (formerly MCB
publishing) analysed the behaviour of Emerald’s
big-deal users. The Emerald collection consists of
approximately 44,000 abstracts of which 35,000
are available in full text, with an archive available
for most journals going back to 1994. Using cookie
references and IP identification numbers to dis-
tinguish ‘big-deal’ users from non-big-deal users,
CiBER found that ‘big-deal’ subscribers accessed,
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on average, more journals and articles than non-
consortial subscribers.

According to CiBER’s preliminary findings, the
‘Big Deal’ would appear to be working in two
ways: firstly, individual users are viewing more
journals. Secondly, the Big Deal package allows a
greater number of people to use the service. On
average, non-deal institutions subscribing to Em-
erald journals have about 2.5 users per institution,
whereas Big Deal subscribers who have access to
the complete package have around 26 users per
institution. However, CiBER makes the point in
their initial findings that further investigation
needs to be undertaken into the practices of dif-
ferent types of users, and whether their needs are
fully addressed within the Big Deal model.

Disadvantages of the consortial license

Despite these many benefits to publishers, librar-
ies and end-users, all stakeholders report that
there are drawbacks to consortial licensing as it is
currently practised. The fundamental guestion is
whether this model is sustainable for the pub-
lisher or the libraries involved.

Although they have welcomed access to extra
content, librarians are concerned that the all-
inclusive nature of big deals means that low
quality, inappropriate or low-usage journals are
automatically included in their collections. This
may in future mean that there is little funding left
over after ‘big deal’ purchases to finance niche
titles from other sources.

The library has an obligation to satisfy its us-
ers’ requests for information: to satisfy current
(and future) user demand, they have traditionally
maintained core collections and title selection,
archiving and collection development have been
fundamental to the role of the librarian. The move
to a leased-based purchasing model, the intro-
duction of non-cancellation clauses, and the all-
or-nothing nature of the consortial package, have
negative implications for these activities and re-
sponsibilities.

Writing in D-Lib Magazine last year, this argu-
ment was cogently put by Kenneth Frazier,
Director of Libraries, University of Wisconsin,
Madison. ‘Don’t buy the Big Deal’ Frazier warned,
stating that: ‘the push to build an all-electronic
collection can’t be undertaken at the risk of: (1)
weakening that collection with journals we
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neither need nor want, and (2) increasing our de-
pendence on publishers who have already shown
their determination to monopolize the informa-
tion marketplace.’ (Fazier, 2001)

There are also concerns that this purchasing
model makes the big publishers even more power-
ful, with many of the smaller and society pub-
lishers have not yet entered into consortia selling
left out in the cold, as consortia budgets become
allocated to already-established players. Subscrip-
tions to journals that are not part of consortia big
deal packages may also become vulnerable to
cancellation, as libraries become pressured into
making savings elsewhere in order to keep up
with payments to ‘Big Deal’ packages.

While consortia purchasing seems to have miti-
gated some of the steeper annual rises associated
with the serials crisis, with annual increases kept
down to agreed lower levels, there are never-
theless concerns about the impact bulk sales will
have on the competitive publishing landscape,
with publishers with the biggest lists looking set
to dominate. These trends have informed the on-
going work of organisations such as SPARC,
which are seeking to incubate competitive al-
ternatives to current high-priced commercial
journal programmes and digital aggregations.

There is also real concern within the library
community about the absence of a solution to the
problem archiving. Preservation and guarantee of
perpetual access are needed, if libraries are to
migrate to online-only collections of content in
the longer term. While publishers also wish to
find a solution to this problem, none has so far
been forthcoming and it may be that a public sec-
tor solution will be needed to address this issue.

Publishers, too, have found problems within the
current model, particularly those not yet partici-
pating in consortial deals. Some — often the small
and society publishers — are only just beginning
to put together packages for the consortial mar-
ketplace, only to find that they may now be left
out in the cold, with budgets already allocated to
established players. There is also concern amongst
this section of the publishing community that
subscriptions that are not part of consortial
packages are vulnerable to cancellation drives, as
libraries look to make savings from other budgets
in order to continue to fund the big deals.

Some of the larger and already participating
publishers also have reservations. While libraries
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may be worried that the Big Deal brings an over-
reliance on the publisher, publishers, too, are con-
cerned that the Big Deal makes them overly de-
pendent on large consortia and dangerously ex-
posed to whole-list cancellations of a scale that
would have a dramatic impact on revenue and
market share.

The implications of price-capped deals and high
levels of market penetration also mean that there
are now more limited opportunities for future rev-
enue growth for those publishers now dominating
the consortia marketplace. They will either need
to find new markets, or look to improve on the
coverage and quality of their current offerings, if
they are to achieve business growth over time.

Consortial market now evolving

Evidence from the Institute studies suggests that
after a period of rapid adoption, the market is
now evolving. Although the majority of consor-
tial deals are still in the middle of their contracted
license periods, librarians and publishers alike
think it highly unlikely that things will remain as
they are and that consortia licenses will experi-
ence adaptation and development at the next
stage of renewal. While the number of consortial
deals may indeed increase in the future, these
deals will not necessarily be ‘Big Deals’.

There are several drivers for change at work.
Firstly, the widespread take-up of consortial li-
cences by libraries in the past few years was in
part made possible by the availability of extra
funds. In many cases, this funding were provided
externally (at state, national or regional level), or
was made available elsewhere within institutional
budgets. However, as licenses come up for re-
newal, it is widely anticipated that extra funds
will no longer be available, and that there will be
a general reduction in purchasing power within
the library market. In order to finance ‘Big Deals’
as they are currently packaged, libraries may
need to undertake substantial cuts within other
budgets, potentially via wholesale cancellations
of non-consortial subscriptions and further re-
ductions in the book acquisition. However, with
libraries already concerned that the all-inclusive
nature of big deals may be damaging their
collection-building role, many would prefer to
protect funding for specialist and more marginal
titles.



There is clearly a strong desire on the part of
the library community to return to greater se-
lectivity in title purchasing. Some libraries would
like to see a move away from whole-list, all-or-
nothing deals to license agreements that can
accommodate more choice. Ideally, they would
like to be able to take out subscriptions to high
quality journals and other ‘must have’ content.
Some libraries have suggested that journals bun-
dled by subject would be attractive and more ap-
propriate to their users’ requirements. It is likely
that consortia will be attracted to more flexible
purchasing models that enable them to combine
subscriptions to core collections of relevant con-
tent, with transactional-based payments for more
occasionally used titles.

Faced with static library budgets and reserva-
tions within the library community about the
value the ‘big deal’ actually delivers, publishers
will need to innovate in a number of ways to
maintain and grow revenues over time.

They may be prompted to consider unbundling
some content from whole-list and ‘big deal’ pack-
ages — particularly lesser used titles, and experi-
menting with new pricing models which enable
their customers to customise purchases to actual
user needs. Some foresee a scenario in which hy-
brid purchasing models will emerge, combining
consortial licenses with ‘by-the-drink’ and usage-
based systems. The introduction of new trans-
actional models could also help publishers to
reach out beyond the academic market.

Publishers will also need to improve upon the
coverage, quality and user-features of their current
offerings, if they are to find additional income
over and above that already committed by via
price-capped agreements. It is possible that they
may begin to explore co-operative ventures, sup-
plying consortia with multi-publisher bundled
packages of subject-based collections, for example.

Some librarians believe there could be more or
a role for intermediaries in the future, with the
subscription agent playing a critical role in se-
lecting and cluster publishers’ content on con-
sortia’s behalf. If the pattern of direct negotiation
between publisher and library continues, how-
ever, there could be serious implications for
subscription agents, who could eventually be
disintermediated. This would also result in a loss
of associated services and an increase in costs for
libraries.

The Consortium Site License

Improvements in usage data

Usage data is another critical area highlighted for
innovation and development. At present, there is
wide variation in the usage statistics remitted to
libraries by publishers and intermediaries. Only a
minority of consortia which load data locally
(OhioLINK being one) is able to analyse usage
data closely.

All participants agree that there needs to be an
improvement in the way usage of electronic re-
sources is measured. While libraries need to gain
more detailed information about how the content
they have licensed is being used, publishers simi-
larly would like a better understanding how the
products they are selling are being accessed. Proj-
ect COUNTER, a working group made up of
many key industry players, is currently working
on an internationally agreed Code of Practice
which should pave the way for significant im-
provements in the consistency and accuracy of
usage data.

These improvements will be fundamental to
future innovations in purchasing models. Usage
statistics are thought to be particularly critical to
the formulation of new pricing strategies. There
will inevitably be a move away from prices based
on historical subscriptions, and both publishers
and libraries alike anticipate that usage will be
key in determining the value of content. We may
see a growing sophistication in the services and
tools offered to libraries to enable them to track
and audit usage, with price points emerging
based on different types and levels of use.

Conclusion

Findings from the Ingenta Institute programme
indicate that it is highly probable that the current
consortial license model will undergo significant
change at the next round of renewals, despite the
many benefits the initial phase of adoption
brought to all participants. With reduced spend-
ing power, consortia members will need either to
make dramatic cuts in other budgets to fund
future licenses, or else will need to introduce
changes into the current model. This will, in turn,
put pressure on vendors to adapt to new market
realities.

While licensing activity itself looks set to in-
crease, the ‘Big Deal’ package itself could be
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broken down into smaller components. Rather
than dedicating a significant proportion of their
budgets to large collections of predetermined
content, libraries have made it clear that they will
prefer those deals that offer a core collection of
high quality content, with the option to access
more marginal titles on a more occasional basis.

However, it is also clear that consortia them-
selves are here to stay. Libraries now recognise
that they can accomplish more by working to-
gether than they can individually. While the ob-
vious benefits of consortial participation for many
libraries have been advantageous costs and ac-
cess to a wider range of full-text journals, new
participants have also discovered related benefits,
such as improvements usage terms, the sharing
of information, a more thorough exploitation of
technology, centralised promotional and training
activity, and participation in consortia-wide trials.

Consortia themselves may evolve. Currently,
the majority of consortia tend to be made up of a
heterogeneous membership, often consisting of
academic, public and special libraries. It has been
suggested that consortia composed of libraries of
similar type and purpose could prove the most
successful in future, able to negotiate licenses for
collections of content that are more consistently
appropriate to their members’ needs.

Editorial history:
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final version received 27 January 2003;
accepted 10 February 2003.
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It is also probable that joint licensing will lead
to other collaborative activities, such as joint de-
velopment of digital collections, the development
of central catalogues, general resource-sharing,
joint document delivery and inter-library loan
systems, and shared storage. Libraries do not
want to return to negotiating access to content in-
dividually with publishers and vendors. They
recognise that they now have a more powerful
influence upon the market, and that collaboration
may be equally important for other strategic and
operational activities.
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