A Dﬁaﬂ@gu@ on PDA

Questions by Xan Arch (Collection Development Librarian, Reed College) <xanadu@reed.edu>

Responses by Rick Anderson (Associate Director for Scholarly Resources & Collections,

Marriott Library, University of Utah) <rick.anderson@utah.edu>

and Sanford G. Thatcher (Director Emeritus, Penn State Press)

<sandy.thatcher@alumni.princeton.edu>

Editor’s Note: How does patron-driven
acquisition (PDA) affect the scholarly mar-
ketplace? How will PDA affect university
presses?

Two of the leading voices on the topic,
Sandy Thatcher and Rick Anderson, have
recently been discussing these questions. In
a conversation initiated by Sandy’s revision
of his Charleston Conference presentation
titled “Back to the Future: Old Models for
New Challenges ”(Against the Grain, February
2011), the two have been exploring the chal-
lenges and opportunities posed by PDA.

Sandy’s position, in brief, is that PDA
can potentially cause significant problems for
university presses. To begin with, PDA can
reduce immediate cash flow to publishers as
orders for books are extended over a longer
period of time compared with revenue gener-
ated from traditional approval plans. It is also
possible that PDA will result in a lower number
of sales overall, as evidence shows that many
monographs on library shelves never circulate.
For his part, Rick feels that the programmatic
acquisition of library books that are never
used may be too high a price to pay for the
support of university presses. If these (or any
other) presses are publishing books that no
one wants to use, the solution is probably for
those presses to publish different books rather
than to insist that libraries purchase the ones
no one wants.

Let the debate begin! — XA

ST: If PDA means to insert the market in a
more crass commercial sense into the process,
then it is undermining the core values on which
university press publishing is based. If you read
any history of university press publishing, you
will understand that presses were founded be-
cause there was an insufficient market demand
for scholarly works. In that very same sense,
there is an insufficient market demand today.
It appears that PDA will only exacerbate this
market-oriented element of the winnowing sys-
tem, adding to the market-driven distortions that
have already entered into the system by way of
press acquiring editors sorting through prospec-
tive books by criteria of sales potential rather
than scholarly merit alone. The system already
has gone pretty far in this direction; PDA may
force it over the cliff — and into oblivion. If
everything is to be commercialized in this
sense, then we don’t need university presses
at all. Commercial academic publishers will
already be making their decisions on grounds
of perceived market demand, and truly ground-
breaking works of scholarship with perhaps
initially small audiences will go unpublished
— or migrate to IRs. I do not see this as a step
forward in the system, but rather as a further
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catering to commercialization, which has gone
a long way to infect the whole environment
of higher education already (witness big-time
college sports).

RA: So in other words, if I understand your
argument: UPs exist to publish very good books
that few, if any, may want to read. They do so
because the world of academe (and therefore,
by extension, the world generally) benefits
from having excellent works of scholarship
out there and available, whether or not the
commercial marketplace would support those
works’ production and distribution. Is that a
fair summation?

If so, then this is my response: I support
that mission. The problem is that my ability
to translate that support into purchases of UP
books is limited — and it’s now more limited
than ever. So, like most libraries, I have to
make very difficult choices: much as I might
like to, I can’t afford to buy all of the excellent
works of scholarship that are being published by
UPs. So Ineed a good mechanism for choosing
between them. Librarian speculation (whether
expressed programmatically by means of librar-
ian-designed approval plans or on a per-title
basis by means of firm orders) leads both to the
purchase of books that my particular patrons
don’t want, and to the non-purchase of books
that they do want. This is a problem. It was
a problem I could live with when my budgets
were relatively flush, but drastic budget cuts
make the problem much more acute and a solu-
tion much more urgently needed. I can’t keep
buying books for my particular library that my
particular patrons don’t want.

Ultimately, the needs of scholars are what
define the market demand for scholarship. The
philosophical question is: if an objectively ex-
cellent work of scholarship is never used by a
scholar, should it have been published? Idon’t
know if I can answer that. But I can definitely
answer this question: if an objectively excellent
work of scholarship is purchased by my library
and never used by one of my patrons, should my
library have purchased it? The answer is no.

ST: Here is another argument for a differ-
ent kind of rational decision-making applying
PDA selectively. Since librarians know that
university presses pursue rigorous peer-review
procedures, but do not know what kind of peer
review is conducted by commercial academic
publishers, why would it not be rational for
a library building a collection in, say, Latin
American studies to instruct their vendors to
purchase every monograph published in that
field issued by a university press?

PDA could then be applied to all commer-
cially published academic titles in the field.
Because it is impossible to know how commer-
cial academic publishers reach their decisions,

and if and how
much peer review
they engage in, it is reasonable not to trust their
imprints as guarantees of quality. I might add
that university presses also have faculty edito-
rial boards involved in the process, which have
no counterpart at all in commercial publishing
and yet play an important role in the process
for university presses. In fact, it is precisely
the editorial board composed of faculty acting
as generalists, not specialists, who are likely to
raise the question of “do we really need another
book on this subject?”” and thus serve as a filter
for counteracting excessive bias from specialist
reviewers.

Libraries profess to be concerned about
the fate of university press publishing, and
they have good reason to do so. The prices of
monographs published by presses are generally
well below commercial prices (as documented
by economist Al Greco in his studies of the
scholarly publishing industry), and this is so
not only because of university subsidies to their
presses but also because of the generally lower
overheads that presses have (not being located
in major metropolitan areas with expensive real
estate, for instance). Librarians know that to
be a member of the AAUP a press is obliged
to follow certain procedures of validation, and
thus their imprints can be trusted in a way that
commercial imprints cannot. The failure of uni-
versity presses will leave the market for books
to commercial publishers, who will then end
up creating the same kind of escalating price
environment as they have for STM journals.

Can you give me a good reason why PDA
should not be applied in this way?

RA: Because my patrons need access to
more than just rigorously peer-reviewed books
— they also need access to books that aren’t
peer-reviewed and, in some cases, to books
that aren’t even of very high quality. And on
top of that, they don’t need access to all rigor-
ously-peer-reviewed books, only to those that
are relevant to their research interests; doing
research is more than just a process of reading
very good books. Your suggestion assumes
that my library’s goal should be to get every
high-quality book into its collection, but that’s
not my library’s goal. My library’s goal is to
meet the research needs of its patrons, and those
needs are incredibly broad and varied.

For you, this whole issue seems to be less
about library collections than about the health
and vigor of the scholarly communication
system as a whole — you’ve said or implied
repeatedly that it’s okay for libraries to purchase
and house irrelevant but high-quality books,
because by doing so they contribute to the
survival of the UP, and the survival of the UP
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is necessary to the system’s health and vigor.
I’m not sure the reality is that clear-cut, but
for the sake of this discussion let’s say that it’s
true — that if the UP goes away, the system is
irreparably damaged. The question remains
whether that reality entails a responsibility on
the part of libraries to prop up the system by
buying books that their patrons don’t need.
Doing so simply amounts to a redirected
subvention; instead of (or as well as) the UP’s
host university supporting the press in its cre-
ation of new scholarship, the library at another
institution supports the UP by paying it for a
service the library doesn’t need. Your argument
is that the library benefits from doing so in a
real but indirect way, by helping to ensure the
ongoing health and vigor of the system (and
when libraries fail to do so, they act as “free
riders,” which [ still maintain is fundamentally
incorrect). But even if it were true, that same
argument could be made by many other players
in the system, some of whom create scholarly
products that are actually heavily demanded
by my library’s researchers. Given that every
dollar I give to one player in the system is a
dollar I can’t give to another, why does it make
sense for me to support a player who produces
stuff I don’t need rather than one who produces
stuff that I do? (And the response that “UPs
create products that are uniquely valuable and
essential to the integrity of the system” won’t
cut it, because, again, lots of players — includ-
ing for-profit publishers — create products that
are also uniquely valuable and also important to
the system, both for their quality AND for their
relevance to my patrons’ needs.)

ST: You make excellent points here, and
I’'m inclined to alter my argument as follows.

Instead of placing the burden of sustaining
the university press system on librarians, I should
properly place it on top university administrators
(presidents and provosts) collectively. This
would be in keeping with my argument in “Dis-
sertations into Books?” (Against the Grain,
April 2007) that the separate actors in the system
are all acting rationally within their own spheres,
but the result overall is dysfunctionality for the
system as a whole. It is the responsibility of top
administrators to fix this situation. Those of us at
the lower levels can’t be expected to act in ways
that betray our own immediate responsibilities
and priorities. So my message was misdirected
in being targeted at librarians.
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You’re quite right that there is disagreement
among the experts about what constitutes high
quality. Not infrequently, we acquiring editors
will have different experts make opposing rec-
ommendations, which we usually then resolve
by going for a tie-breaking third report. And of
course commercial publishers do publish many
important books of high quality.

I'will confine my claim to this one point: only
university presses can guarantee customers that
the books they publish have been put through a
rigorous peer-review process. (You’re right that
this is not equivalent to a guarantee of quality,
but at least it establishes a prima facie case for
it.) How is this known? Because no press can
be a member of the AAUP unless it adheres to
the by-laws of the Association, which mandate
that a system of review of this sort take place.
Commercial publishers may consult expert
reviewers (and as an acquiring editor for Lynne
Rienner now I am using just the same kinds of
reviewers as I did at Princeton or Penn State),
but no customer — librarian or scholar — can
know for certain that such a review process
has occurred, and of course there can be no
counterpart in commercial publishing to the
role of the faculty editorial board.

My argument, then, boils down to these
two claims: 1) there is something uniquely
valuable about the peer-review system operated
by university presses that is worth saving; and
2) it is ultimately the responsibility of univer-
sity administrators to do what is necessary
to save this system. Notice that these claims
are entirely neutral with respect to publishing
business model. Indeed, I would argue that
OA would better support the ideal of university
press publishing now than would a continuation
of the market-based model.

RA: I can see the logic behind this point.
If universities want to support the production
and wide distribution of scholarship, then
maybe they need to do more than just produce
scholarship. Of course this means, inevitably,
additional investment: as I continue (fruitlessly)
reminding OA evangelists, a dollar that supports
the production of research cannot also then be
spent on the significant projects of 1) turning
research data into publishable info products and
2) distributing them. Money that is redirected in
those ways will not be available for the support
of future research, and the end result will be
less research, distributed more widely. (None
of this is to say that the tradeoff is necessarily
bad, only that it must be kept in mind if our
decisions are going to be reality-based. If we

make decisions based solely on how nice it is
for everyone to have access, then we may well
end up hurting more than we help.)

The problem, of course, is that university
administrators are constrained by the same fis-
cal realities as libraries are. Money earmarked
to support publication of books that may or may
not be wanted by anyone is money that can’t
be used to refurbish physics labs or hire faculty
or build classrooms. For administrators, as for
librarians, it won’t always be wise to put qual-
ity above relevance and local need. Is another
500-page treatment of La Morte d’Arthur, even
avery good one, necessarily more important to
the scholarly enterprise than classroom space
for, say, two more students? I don’t know the
answer to that one.

Xan: Any concluding remarks, Sandy and
Rick?

ST: The result of this conversation would
appear to be that both libraries and university
presses have good reasons to be concerned about
current developments in the dissemination
of scholarship, and that their own strategies
for survival, which are rational when viewed
from their different perspectives, may end up
conflicting at a system-wide level. But as Rick
Anderson nicely puts the point in his final com-
ments, this is a problem that is ultimately one
for top university administrators to solve as they
balance many competing demands on limited
resources. Librarians and presses may agree
in emphasizing the primacy of supporting and
disseminating scholarship and providing service
to faculty and students as preeminent among the
missions universities are meant to fulfill, but
realistically administrators have alumni, state
and federal legislators, sports boosters, and many
other constituencies to satisfy also.

RA: And even if those other constituencies
did not need to be satisfied, the requirements of
genuine scholarship will almost always outstrip
the resources available, leaving university ad-
ministrators with extremely difficult decisions
to make when allocating those resources among
various deserving constituencies.

Do you have something to add? Join the de-
bate on the Multigrain forum on the Against the
Grain Website (http://www.against-the-grain.
com/2011/02/multigrain-pda-stewardship/).
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