






- In recent years, many Canadian academic libraries have had to cancel 
collections – in particular, breaking up “big deal” journal subscriptions

- Several factors have contributed to this necessity: 
- Unpredictable currency fluctuations = low Canadian dollar (we pay for 

much of our collections in American dollars, so when the Cdn dollar is 
low we have less buying power)

- Budgetary challenges (either flat budgets or decreases in budget)
- Unsustainable increases in cost of e-resources - well beyond inflation

- Often these factors all converge to make a perfect storm - making a large 
cancellation immediately imperative, and little time to plan communications to 
campus about the situation

- In 2015, the Cdn currency took a sudden dive and many libraries decided to 
cancel a big deal journal subscription quickly

- We noticed some media attention generated from this at some universities and 
it seemed to be driven by angry faculty responses, whereas other institutions 
were able to make these cancellations without this negative attention

- Although there is a lot of literature on assessment techniques to determine what 
to cancel, there is little to none on strategies to effectively communicate theses 
decisions to the campus community



Research question: What are some effective strategies for communicating to campus 
about collections cancellations?

Scope: limited data collection (for both phases) to the 29 CARL member libraries, to 
make the study manageable and also to focus on the group of libraries most like our 
own institution (USask is a CARL member) so that the results will be immediately useful 
in our own context

This does not mean that ALL 29 CARL libraries participated. Some declined our 
invitations. 



Two phases to this study:
Phase 1 - we collected publicly available cancellation communications documents from 
CARL library websites and performed a qualitative content analysis using inductive 
descriptive coding techniques. Results have already been presented at another 
conference (slides: https://harvest.usask.ca/handle/10388/11518) so we will not discuss 
them at EBLIP10. 

Phase 2 - semi-structured interviews of CARL librarians responsible for 
communications about cancellations - we will discuss these results in this presentation





Participant selection: 
● We identified potential participants at CARL libraries through their online profiles 

and activities and our own knowledge of the (relatively) small community of 
academic librarians in Canada.

● This was a purposive sampling technique: we focused on librarians with 
collections responsibilities and preferably some indication of administrative 
duties too - with the assumption that they would have some strategic input into 
how their library communicates with its campus community

● 17 agreed to participate



Data Collection:
● We developed and tested the interview guide earlier in the process when we 

applied for ethics approval
● We conducted and recorded interviews using WebEx online video conferencing 

software; each session ~45-60mins.
● We all attended every interview session with one of us (D.D.) playing the role of 

primary interviewer while the others took notes and interjected follow-up 
questions as needed. 

● All interviews were conducted in English. Recordings of the interviews were 
then transcribed and anonymized. 



Data Analysis:
● We developed a codebook after preliminary readings of the transcripts, and we 

each coded the 17 transcripts independently. 
● We used an inductive method of coding in NVivo: the descriptive codes 

emerged directly from the data; we sorted codes into categories and finally into 
themes. 

● We followed qualitative coding methods to understand and interpret the rich 
data gathered but stopped short of trying to achieve intercoder reliability

● It is our opinion that the process of coding is itself a subjective method and it 
was not worthwhile to agree on each coding decision. As Saldana (2016, p37) 
notes some researchers question the utility of intercoder reliability and prefer to 
rely on consensus and intensive group discussion.

Saldana, J. (2016). The coding manual for qualitative researchers (3rd ed.). Los 
Angeles, CA: SAGE.







- The theme from our interviews that had the most impact on campus 
communications was the full and observable involvement of the University 
Librarian

- The University Librarian’s active involvement with senior university 
administration resulted in these administrators having a good understanding of 
the issues and challenges around currency exchange, inflation, and the 
scholarly publishing environment. 

- This was not necessarily easy; the conversations with senior administration 
needed to start early and be repeated over time; excellent communication skills 
really helped in order to explain the complex issues in a macro way

- The University Librarian’s relationship with the Provost was also very important 
because the Provost needs to support difficult decisions that the library might 
need to make.

- Relying on this communications channel alone, however, was not sufficient to 
ensure the message was heard and understood by others on campus. We 
heard a few stories where deans did not pass on the information with faculty in 
their colleges. The more successful communications combined several 
approaches; support from senior administration was one albeit important piece 
of the puzzle.





- Several participants spoke highly of in-person communications and relationship-
building across campus, which over time built trust and credibility.

- Need to foster communication relationships all along so if you are not sharing 
good news you want your networks to be in place and to be effective

- In contrast, mass emails were often unread and didn’t help people understand 
the issues

- Various in-person communications were effective: town halls/open sessions, 
participating in faculty council meetings and other university-level meetings, and 
meeting with faculty members one-on-one

- We heard that negative situations turned around with an in-person discussion 
(defusing anger and frustration from faculty)





- A universal challenge was that most people outside of the library do not 
understand these complex issues and generally don’t realize how much the 
library does to manage electronic resources.

- People also don’t understand that the situation isn’t unique to their institution; it 
is helpful to explain that this is a global phenomenon and all libraries are facing 
these challenges

- Our participants found it necessary to demonstrate expertise and knowledge 
and make it clear that the financial implications are well understood and the 
library has collection management under control.

- For example, people would suggest things like getting together with other 
libraries to get better deals, which is of course something academic libraries 
have been doing for years

- Ongoing assessment and evaluation of the collection and having this data 
available at any time increases transparency and helps build trust. Sharing 
evidence and being ready to explain the context to any stakeholder was 
identified as a key way to build trust in the librarian’s expertise





- One of the first steps for successful communication highlighted by several 
participants was to make sure everyone in the library, down to the student 
casuals, understands the cancellations underway--the scope, reasons, and how 
to redirect queries. Building trust in the library first ensures that the library 
speaks with one voice and this in turn helps builds trust on the campus.

- Providing mentorship and support about issues around scholarly publishing and 
collections assessment for liaisons was identified as important to capitalizing on 
the liaison librarian model and existing relationships to communicate with 
campus.

- We did not interview any liaison librarians, but some participants felt that they 
could have better equipped their liaisons with tools and information; some 
participants provided talking points or slide decks for liaisons to use





- The idea of tying the broader problems with the current scholarly publishing 
system to the cancellation of collections was a strong theme in our interviews. 
The sentiment was that the crisis the library is facing is an opportunity to help 
faculty understand the scholarly publishing system and its problems

- Cancellations are often seen as a library problem, rather than a university-wide 
problem, and faculty do not necessarily see their role in perpetuating this 
system that has ultimately resulted in the collections cancellations they are now 
experiencing. 

- Some participants spoke passionately about the library’s role in driving change 
to a more sustainable and equitable publishing system by educating members 
of their campus community. 

- Just to note that this is what people said, but we aren’t sure what actions the 
libraries have taken to highlight the intersection of these issues or educate the 
campus about the problems in the scholarly publishing system





- But educating faculty on one campus isn’t enough; it will take a coordinated 
effort to effect change in the scholarly publishing system.

- Even though this coordination is important it is not simple. For example, Canada 
struggles with a dispersed geography and a variety of regional and national 
consortia with a variety of mandates.



Some of our themes also emerged from the advice we received from participants, and 
emerged into larger themes in our findings. These nuggets of advice were provided by 
our participants in direct response to our question about what advice they would give.
Early & often

● This was the most consistent, most emphatic advice
● But need to avoid the “sky is falling” situation (i.e. communicating too early that 

there is a crisis and then it doesn’t develop after all, this will lose faculty trust 
attention when the crisis does develop eventually).

● Remember that it takes time to get organized--so you have to start preparing 
very early in order to have communications out in time

Different channels & audiences

● Use multiple different channels
● Adapt message for different audiences: different disciplines, but also different 

“levels” (i.e. staff, students, faculty, admins)
● Essence of message needs to be consistent (but not prescriptive!)
● Figure out the channels that work best at your institution
● Different people like to receive communication in different ways, but accept that 

there will always be some people beyond reach (just do the best you can!)



● It’s almost impossible to over-communicate
● Don’t try to use a one-size-fits-all approach—need to consider different 

disciplines & their relationships with data & evidence (P11)
● Put together messaging that you can repurpose as needed: e.g., background 

information about criteria, process—make sure it’s ready early (P10)
● Try to stay a couple of steps ahead, make sure you’re communicating what you 

actually want to say/what the central message really is (P6)
Transparent & track it

● Evidence and numbers: show people actual costs and inflation rates - often they 
have no idea that it is so much, this is powerful to communicate

● Post communications, data, analyses publicly on library website; need a 
convenient place to point people to for further info

● Track all communications because there will always be someone who says they 
weren’t consulted, or that communication was limited

● “be open and transparent. You have to try and think of all of your stakeholders” 
P16

● “Try to get your facts straight upfront in terms of your lists and your costs” P4

Reassure & redirect

● Our collections are still good; ILL is a great service; we can re-subscribe if 
necessary

● “Talking about alternative ways to get access. Whether it’s interlibrary loan, or 
what access- alternative journals and so on. So I think it’s quite crucial actually 
because we see that scholarly communications issues and collections issues 
are really dovetailing in many ways.” P10

Clear, concise, consistent

● This is COMPLEX, try as much as possible to simplify messages (it helps to start 
early with the background education, but if you don’t have time then maybe link 
to that background education so it doesn’t make your messages overly complex)

● People like soundbites
● Also keep your tone calm and straightforward, authoritative, professional
● Put together messaging that you can repurpose as needed: e.g., background 

information about criteria, process—make sure it’s ready early (P10)
● “It was important to have something centrally prepared and publicly available to 

ensure that a consistent message was delivered from a person with authority.” 
P6

● “Being as transparent and proactive and as informative as possible without 



overwhelming people with information is critical.” P10

Keep your chin up

● There’s no ideal time to get feedback from faculty, and no matter how well 
intentioned you are, you won’t reach everyone--this is not a failure!

● No matter what, some people won’t pay attention until there’s something that 
affects them personally

● “Do the best you can and don’t be mortified if you don’t achieve perfection.” 
(P11)

● Talk to your colleagues at other institutions--see what they’ve done, what they’re 
thinking. Share experiences, learn from each other and support each other

● “do the best you can and don't be mortified if you don't achieve perfection.” P11
● “don't be discouraged by the fact that you're not going to reach everybody and 

you're definitely not going to please everybody.” P11

Keep communicating

● “The communicating about cancellations if you can help it, ought to be part of 
just ongoing communications that you're having with campus across the board. 
Like it shouldn't be the first time that you're sticking your head above the parapet 
is to say, ‘By the way, I dumped [title].’ ” P1



● We have been “lucky” enough to have an opportunity this year to apply some of 
our results in practice before we even finish our project. I’m going to tell you a 
little bit about our local experience.



For 2020, USask was facing similar pressures other Canadian universities faced in 2015. The 
time has come for us to undertake our first significant cancellations, including some Big Deals, 
and our first campus-wide focused communication campaign.

Taking our findings from Phase 1, and what we’d learned from early analysis of our data from 
Phase 2, we consulted with the University Library, providing findings but also sharing our own 
expertise as scholarly communications & electronic resource specialists (Charlene, our 
associate dean, is on administrative leave).

Using what we’ve learned, at our library we were able to start our communications early (in 
March 2019). Our focus in the first round has been informing: about the current publishing model 
and its unsustainability (and the oligopoly)

We’ve titled our project “balancing the collections budget”, and use different subtitles depending 
on the audience. We’ve used “the impact of current academic publishing models”, and “next 
steps” so far. We’re working with a communications officer for the university, but most of the 
strategy has been driven by our research. It really has been EBLIP at work.



And about some of the pressures (outside the publishing model) on the budget that are 
unique in Canada (over 85% of our collection is billed in USD, so we’re very subject to 
currency fluctuation).

Applying some of the advice, and shaping our communications thoughtfully, and 
framing them with messages of the broken for profit scholarly publishing market, has 
been great groundwork for reporting on our findings and taking this project back to its 
roots in EBLIP - while we analyze data and prepare to disseminate our findings, we’re 
applying them in our own practice, and learning from the research even more that we 
will be able to share with our colleagues.



What are our next steps on this project?
Working on the paper, dissemination, toolkit

Typically, these communications are reactive in response to circumstances driven by 
external forces. We hope that the evidence collected in this study supports libraries in 
the preemptive development of effective and strategic communication practices that 
results in support and understanding from their campus communities. Furthermore, we 
anticipate that the results of this project will encourage libraries to raise the awareness 
of faculty and administrators about the challenges of the current publishing ecosystem 
and their role in it – therefore advocating for a transition to a more sustainable scholarly 
communication system.








