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Uncertainty reigns

The survey data also indicate that a feeling of uncertainty pervades the topic of
preservation, from understanding which options currently exist and how they differ, to
agreeing on who is responsible for the digital preservation of e-journals.

Half of the non-participating libraries agreed with the statement “The e-preservation
landscape is extremely complicated; our library doesn't really understand our options in
this area,” while most of the participating libraries (70%) disagreed with this statement.
(See figure 5.) And indeed, statistical regression analysis confirmed that perceiving the
landscape as complicated was one of the variables most strongly associated with not
participating in an e-journal preservation initiative. What role can community leaders play
in clarifying the landscape and options for e-preservation? How can e-journal preservation
initiatives help to simplify an issue that strikes many library directors as confusing?

Figure 5 The e-preservation landscape is extremely complicated;
our library doesn't really understand our options in this area.
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Opinions also vary as to who is responsible for the digital preservation of e-journals. To
what extent should research institutions alone shoulder this responsibility? Approximately
half of the respondents who are not participating in an e-journal preservation initiative
agreed that "research libraries should be ‘taking care of' e-journal preservation on behalf of
the entire library community.” These respondents might believe that the digital
preservation of e-journals is important, but they do not see it as their problem to address
and instead regard this problem as solely the domain of larger institutions. A sizable
proportion (43%) of respondents from libraries that focus solely on research or equally on
research and teaching agreed that preservation of e-journals is exclusively the
responsibility of research libraries.®

In fact, this sentiment translates into action; research institutions are far more likely than
teaching institutions to have taken action on e-journal preservation. Over 60% of
participating libraries defined themselves as focused on “research” or equally focused on
“research and teaching.” Nearly half of respondents who came from these types of
institutions had taken action to support digital preservation of e-journals; in contrast, just
24% of teaching-focused institutions had taken action.

Despite strong general support for digital preservation of e-journals, the library
community does not appear to have achieved real consensus on just who is responsible for
it. Is digital preservation of e-journals truly a community-wide responsibility? Or are larger
research institutions willing—and able—to cover the costs for the entire community? Are
smaller teaching-focused institutions running any risks by assuming that others will take
care of the problem? Without agreement on which organizations can be expected to
contribute to e-journal preservation, it may be difficult to develop appropriate models to
organize their efforts.

Note 8: We do not have reliable statistics for institutions that identified themselves solely as research-focused because only 10
respondents identified themselves as such. Comparing other data such as LME and FTE leads us to believe that many ARL respondents,
for example, identified themselves as being equally focused on research and teaching, which is why we combined those two groups in this
analysis. (Teaching Only n=92, Equally Research and Teaching n=65, and Research Only n=10. One respondent did not self-identify in
any of these categories.)
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Competing priorities

Many libraries face hard choices about how to allocate limited resources. Library leaders
often cannot do all the things they might like to do. The survey found that about half of
the respondents who are not participating in an e-journal preservation initiative agreed
that budget constraints kept them from “adopt[ing] new products or approaches until we
see they are broadly adopted by the library community.” This suggests that budget
constraints lead many libraries to take a wait-and-see approach when faced with relatively
new issues like the digital preservation of e-journals. Indeed, e-journal preservation
participants were nearly twice as likely to consider themselves "trailblazers” than were
non-participants.’

Yet, at the same time, 44% of this budget-constrained group said that “when our library
identifies a top priority, we can make room in the budget for it." Less than a third
disagreed with this statement. It appears that, while most library directors believe digital
preservation of e-journals is important, not all are prioritizing it in the face of other
competing priorities.

A closer look at how e-journal preservation activities would be funded illustrates the
practical challenge of devoting resources to a new priority that does not yet have a line
item in the budget. We found a range of responses when we asked “If your library were to
expend financial resources on e-journal preservation, from which budget area would
monies most likely be drawn?” Most libraries identified this as part of the collections
budget (56%) while others said it would come from the "binding or other processing
budget” (15%) or from the librarian’s discretionary fund (10%). Only nine percent said
that monies would come from a “preservation” budget. These findings suggest two things:
first, that the digital preservation of e-journals does not seem to have a consistent home in
the budget; as an activity or set of activities, it does not yet have a place in the
organizational consciousness. As with many new priorities, finding resources to support
digital preservation of e-journals requires a certain amount of creativity and flexibility.
Second, e-journal preservation most often appears to be funded as part of the collections
budget. If funding preservation activities requires "“borrowing” from or competing for
funds from another core library activity — particularly the acquisition of new materials —
does this increase the likelihood that it will not happen at all?

Note 9: The question defined “trailblazers” as trying new things "before they become 'best practice’ throughout the library community.”
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Conclusion and further questions

The preservation terrain is a complicated one, in need of definition and clarification.
While the academic library community at large believes that digital preservation of
e-journals is important, there is still significant confusion about how to pursue it and how
urgent it is. Many libraries seem to be taking a wait-and-see approach, with some
institutions relying on the actions of others for the time being. These data raise several
strategic questions for individual libraries and for the community as a whole:

Who is responsible for ensuring the digital preservation of e-journals? Can e-journal
preservation be sustained if only a relatively small proportion of libraries is engaged
in supporting e-journal preservation initiatives?

If it is desirable for participation in the digital preservation of e-journals to move
beyond the “trailblazers” of the library community, when and how might that “tipping
point” be reached? In the meantime, is there a risk that libraries could wait until they
are out of options?

What can community leaders and e-journal preservation initiatives themselves do to
help simplify the e-journal preservation landscape?

What is the appropriate place for e-journal preservation efforts in the face of
competing priorities?

These questions are ripe for discussion, and we hope that this survey will prompt further
conversation and energetic debate throughout the academic library community.
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