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Hold Electrons In Your Hand?

by Anna L. Creech (Serials & Electronic Resources Librarian, Central YWashington University)

<creecha@cwu.edu>

In the 1995 publication New Automation
Technology for Acquisitions and Collection
Development, Nancy Markle Stanley wrote
a chapter entitled “Purchasing Electronic
Resources: an Acquisitions Perspective™ in
which she outlines the challenges of manag-
ing electronic resources. [ had to
chuckle a bit when I read the book,
because at the time of its publica-
tion, my undergraduate library was
in the process of finally automat-
ing their catalog. The evolution of
electronic resources in libraries
has all of the characteristics of
technological innovation. There
are libraries with the funding and
vision to be early adopters, and
there are libraries on the tail end
that are constantly struggling to
keep up. Most of us lie in the middle, main-
taining a balance between what we need and
what we can afford.
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Over the past few decades, electronic re-
sources have impacted library workflows,
staffing, and budgets. Now that most librar-
ies have gotten past the catalog automation
phase, our attention has been drawn to the
evolutionary transition of print to electronic

publication. Computers
with CD-ROMs and
online databases have re-
placed reference rooms
plagued by multi-volume
indexes taking up vast
numbers of shelves. Instead
of worrying about sagging
ookcases and annual accumula-
tions, we spend our time scrutiniz-
ing license agreements and
troubleshooting proxy server
bugs.

N/
b

While most of us were happy to shed print
indexes in favor of databases, there has been
more hesitancy with journals and newspapers.

The issues of access versus ownership
heighten when dealing with content rather
than indexes and abstracts. Serial collections
are a long-term investment, and the online
editions of journals are still in relative infancy.
Again, this is a situation where the early
adopters are singing the praises while the rest
of the library world waits for the other shoe
to drop. We have taken a leap of faith by
adding online formats to our collections, but
unlike the dusty tomes that still reside in our
stacks, no one knows what will happen to
them in ten or fifty years. Consortial rela-
tionships and Big Deal packages have encour-
aged many of the more hesitant libraries to
acquire online journal packages, and once our
users got hooked on instant online access to
content, there is no going back to the days of
lines at the photocopier. Full text has become
the answer to the procrastinator’s prayer.

How do you hold electrons in your hand?
continued on page 32
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Managing electronic resources has brought
about some commercial solutions such as
journal A-Z lists, OpenURL, and ERM, but
the question that plagues most librarians is
staffing and workflow. The kind of technical
knowledge needed to manage electronic re-
sources is different from that needed to man-
age print resources. In most cases we have
to do it with the same staff that has been faith-
fully processing our print journals for years.
One person can manage a handful of online
journals, but eventually this must be folded
into the departmental workflow along with
print.

While the functions of managing online
journals are similar to print, the process is not.
For example, online journals do not arrive via
the mailroom. When a print issue is received,
there is a system for updating holdings and
getting it on the shelf to provide access for
users. Similarly, when access to an online
journal is activated, there is a process for pro-
viding access for users through links in the
catalog or A-Z list or OpenURL link resolver.
The end result is the same for both, but the
way it is done is entirely different.

Professional literature in the field is scat-
tered with articles and survey reports about
workflow changes made at various librar-
ies. Zhang and Haslam® offer a brief de-
scription of the changes made at the Uni-
versity of Nevada-Reno in their 2005 article
that presents options that may be available to
larger university libraries. They had the ben-
efit of flexible budgets and staffing. These
benefits allowed them to drop tasks associ-
ated with print journals, train their staff on
tools for managing electronic resources, and
add staff positions in electronic resource man-
agement where needed.

In 2002, Duranceau and Hepfer® sur-
veyed libraries to find out how they organized
staff activities involving the management of
electronic resources. Their survey results in-
dicated that although libraries have increased
staffing for electronic resources, they have
not done so in proportion to the number of
electronic resources acquired. In fact, most
libraries are understaffed in this area if one
were to look at the statistics alone. Their sur-
vey found that electronic collections grew
1,100 percent in five years, but the staff time
devoted to those collections grew only 614
percent. Like UNV-R, most of these librar-
ies have managed the increases by distribut-
ing the work among existing staff and train-
ing them for the additional technical expertise.

Re-designing workflow is not for the faint
of heart. Itis easy to look at what needs to be
done and how a department workflow should
be organized, but it is not so easy when one
factors in the personality and skills of exist-
ing staff. Staff limitations can result in
workarounds that may impact how effectively
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electronic resources are delivered to users.
While parallels can be drawn between print
and electronic management, serials librarians
must step outside of the box in order to fully
address the needs of online journals.

For the most part, print serials are stable
creatures that require only a minimal amount
of care. On the other hand, their electronic
counterparts constantly demand attention. We
use a combination of link checkers, publisher
notifications, and user feedback to alert us
when there are connection problems. An ar-
ray of spreadsheets, homegrown databases,
and manila folders help us keep track of pay-
ments and licenses. Vendor-created ERM
tools have cropped up in the past few years
to replace and improve homegrown solutions,
but they are expensive and geared towards
large collections.

One workflow concern that gets brought
up regularly is the process of receiving is-
sues. Some serials departments have simply
transferred the print check in process to the
online world by regularly looking to see if
new issues have been posted and updating
their catalog records accordingly. This is a
very intensive process with limited benefit to

users. Either the journal issue is there or it is
not. Many medium to large libraries have
outsourced this aspect by making arrange-
ments with a vendor to maintain links and
update available dates as they receive that
information from the publishers.

Another impact on workflow has been the
merging of the serials librarian with the elec-
tronic resources or systems librarian. Tradi-
tionally, the serials librarian was concerned
with print only and the electronic resource or
systems librarian was concerned with elec-
tronic only. This delineation was simpler
when a resource came in only one format,
but it became less clear when publishers
started providing free online access with print.
Suddenly the serials librarian had to commu-
nicate with the electronic resources librarian
about which journals have online access or
not, and the lines between respective depart-
ments has become a blur. In many libraries,
elements of both jobs were merged together
into one serials and electronic resources li-
brarian who coordinates the acquisition, ad-
ministration, and evaluation of serial publi-
cations, regardless of format. Each library

continued on page 34
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may have a different title for this person, but
one glance at a job postings list will verify that
there is a demand for librarians in this area.

Electronic resources have infiltrated and
taken over almost every aspect of library ser-
vice, from the catalog to indexes to books and
journals. Recent library science graduates
have, in general, more experience with elec-
tronic resources than their predecessors sim-
ply because they were required to use them
in their studies. It is possible that in the fu-
ture, there will be less of a need for an elec-
tronic resource specialist.® Aspects of elec-
tronic resource management now covered by
the electronic resource librarian may eventu-
ally be returned to other areas of the library
based once again on function rather than form.
If workflows for print resources can be
merged with workflows for electronic re-
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sources, eventually there may be no need to
distinguish between the two.

Emery suggests that we need a more ho-
listic view of electronic resources, because
the processes of acquisition, access provision,
administration, service provision, and evalu-
ation are interrelated and cyclical. * Print se-
rials have similar connectedness, but it is not
cyclical in the same way that online serials
are. Long before computers and the advent
of the Internet, serials librarians managed their
collections regardless of the form they came
in. This is still true for electronic journals,
but unlike the many varieties of micro for-
mats and print mediums, electronic formats
are more ephemeral and require a different
skill set to manage. The responsibilities of
serialists have changed over time to reflect
the change in mediums and delivery modes.
They will continue to change in the future as
technology provides new mediums for infor-
mation dissemination. §
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