


transformed industrial productivity. Baumol and Bowen showed that,
because the service-intensive nonprofits are so reliant on labor, they are
less able to take advantage of technology and thus they grow ever more
expensive relative to the output of the economy as a whole. Indeed in
some instances the amount of labor is irreducible: it will always take
four musicians to perform a string quartet. Even though these socially
beneficial organizations grow ever more expensive, we want them to
flourish, and so a solution must be found to prevent them from becom-
ing economically nonviable. The next year, Baumol would demonstrate
that precisely the same phenomenon holds for academic libraries.2

ACADEMIC LIBRARIES IN THE 1970S AND 1980S

By the 1970s, with inflation rampant in the United States, the cost-disease
was beginning to translate in to real problems for libraries, which began
to take up some suggestions for savings. But although many libraries
began to automate operations, such as circulation, the early evidence of
the savings that should have resulted was uncertain at best.3 Much tech-
nology, such as databases like Dialog, brought increased scholarly util-
ity, but also increased costs.4 One prior success was in cataloging, where
various subscription services allowed libraries to do without scores of
redundant catalog staff around the country.5 The Online Computer Li-
brary Center (OCLC) instituted a cooperative cataloging program, al-
lowing electronic catalogs to be developed without local cataloging.6

The success of automation and cooperative cataloging notwithstanding,
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they did nothing to reduce academic libraries’ voracious demand for
books and journals.

Saving money by making expensive staff redundant was the only way
to combat the cost disease directly—by increasing labor productivity—
but it was hardly the only way to restructure libraries to save money.
Thinking more radically, some librarians began to wonder if “library
growth [can] be curbed or halted,” moving toward a zero-growth model.7

The “steady-state” collection model made the most sense within an ef-
ficient system of interlibrary lending (ILL) of nonlocal resources, which
OCLC’s national catalog helped to provide. Substantial efforts were
undertaken to research the optimal balance between local and remote
collections, given a variety of ILL arrangements.8

Other proposals, which were at least vaguely related, called for some
sort of central lending library for periodicals. Two of the reasons for fo-
cusing on periodicals were the facts that their rising costs functioned as
a “permanent prior lien” on the budget and that there were often local
bibliographic entrance points in the form of A&I resources.9 By the late
1970s, these ideas had coalesced into a proposal for a National Periodi-
cal Center (NPC), a central warehouse to store materials. It was pre-
dicted that the NPC would “reduce the number of back issues that each
library must keep, thus relieving the pressure for expansion of library
buildings”—and the vigor of one supporter’s protestations to the con-
trary may indicate that it was intended to encourage massive subscrip-
tion cancellations.10 Indeed, some proponents were explicit about this,
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with one writing that such a library would offer “constructive encour-
agement to a participating institution to reduce its own acquisitions,
with the knowledge that the unpurchased materials will, in fact, be
available.”11 The idea was appealing because it allowed for “remote”
collections while fairly apportioning the costs (and not forcing research
libraries to become the “remote” collections for smaller libraries).12 But
among the librarians supporting this proposal, there is no evidence of
any examination of how the cancellations engendered by the NPC might
raise the costs of, or put altogether out of business, scholarly periodicals.13

Others thought that the remote storage of library materials in less ex-
pensive off-campus facilities would be more realistic than altogether
static local collections or the ambitious but unrealized NPC. Beginning
in the late 1980s, a number of libraries began to develop such remote
facilities, which were in essence closed-stack warehouses for books.14

Indeed, the consortia movement really started with libraries uniting to
facilitate resource-sharing via ILL and off-campus facilities; OhioLINK,
a statewide organization of academic libraries, was a prime example.15

Even before Bowen’s arrival as president, the Mellon Foundation had
also sought to find ways to offset the cost-disease for colleges and uni-
versities, and not least their libraries. In 1975, with the assistance of
Mellon funds, the libraries of Columbia, Harvard, and Yale universities
and the New York Public Library united to form the Research Libraries
Group (RLG), a membership organization that would eventually deploy
an online union catalog, that is, a collective catalog including the hold-
ings of multiple libraries. One important aim of RLG was to find effi-
ciencies in collections development, perhaps by coordinating the subject
strengths of its constituent libraries to avoid unnecessary duplication of
research materials.16 With the savings that would result, the libraries
would be better able to maintain their core mission of building robust
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research collections in the face of rising costs. Although RLG has pro-
vided many useful services for academic libraries, efforts to coordinate
collections development required too many compromises to be effec-
tively implemented.17

Despite the best efforts of so many, the 1980s brought only retrench-
ment to academic libraries. By the end of the decade, observers feared
that academic libraries had reached a point of crisis.18 The culprit was
believed to be scholarly journals.

The economics of scholarly journal publishing is very similar to the
economics of the creation and distribution of all sorts of information,
from scholarship to entertainment. Academic journals, like movies,
music, and newspapers, involve high up-front costs for creation, but
low marginal costs for providing an additional copy to an additional
consumer. Consequently, when a journal is sold on a fee-per-copy basis,
its profit or loss is largely dependent on the number of subscribers.19

Beginning in the 1970s and accelerating to shocking proportions in
the 1980s, the price of scholarly journals skyrocketed, especially in the
sciences. Several factors, including exchange rates, paper costs, pub-
lishers’ profit margins, and postage, combined to damaging effect. At
the same time, new journals were constantly spawned in response to
ever-increasing scholarly specialization.20 Structural deficits at leading
universities meant that library budgets were unable to keep pace with
rising prices. Budget constraints forced cutbacks, first on duplicate
subscriptions and then on primary ones.

As libraries canceled journal subscriptions in the face of rising prices,
publishers experienced pressure on their profit margins. They were
forced to raise prices even further.21 In turn, libraries were forced to cut
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would have enough empty stacks for years of new book acquisitions.
Prospectively, new journal issues could conceivably go straight to digi-
tal storage, rather than occupying shelf space. In the near term, delay-
ing expansion of the library could allow Denison to save, or redeploy,
the more than $5 million that would otherwise have been necessary for
the building project.40 By digitizing journals, Bowen saw a way to bring
economic efficiency to academic libraries, a small but significant ad-
vance in battling cost-disease. This efficiency would be realized without
sacrificing the quality of their intellectual resources; indeed it might en-
hance them. The new resource would be, as he liked to say, quoting the
management mantra of the time, “better and cheaper.”41

IMAGINING A PROJECT

On receiving the Denison report, Bowen immediately turned to col-
leagues. He drew in advisors from the Mellon Foundation and else-
where to confirm that, on its face, his idea to digitize the backfiles of
scholarly journals was feasible. Because there was no established mar-
ket for digitized journal backfiles, Bowen had a great deal of latitude to
explore options. He was largely unconstrained by prior assumptions
and therefore could, as we will see, at times reverse course.

Even while seeking broad advice, Bowen was beginning the search
for a grantee. It is important to keep in mind that Mellon generally
works through a grantee that takes responsibility for developing a proj-
ect proposal and managing all of the work of the project. At this time,
Ekman and Quandt were meeting with representatives of potential
grantees in beginning to develop their program in scholarly communi-
cations. In the same way, Bowen’s earliest consultations, and those
made by others at the foundation, were made in the hopes of identify-
ing a grantee rather than of gaining large amounts of internal expertise
with which to develop a project plan. But while they did not produce a
grantee immediately, these conversations challenged, and led to the al-
teration of, many of Bowen’s working assumptions from Denison.

We should begin with Denison’s own reaction to Bowen’s idea. Though
scale effects were envisioned as key to the project’s potential savings, it
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