I. Flat Charge for Unlimited Use plus 10%.  Comments from Academic Chemistry Librarians (Identities obscured in the responses below)
How much equipment would be needed to handle unlimited academic usage of SciFinder Scholar, and what would be the impact on cost?  I firmly believe that academic libraries could better stomach a significant cost increase in the base charge for SciFinder Scholar each year (one that is uniformly passed on to all of us as a percentage increase) rather than having to cope with and explain to others the seat charges.  David Flaxbart's survey, the results of which were presented  at the New Orleans ACS National Meeting in March 2003,  indicated that 22 respondents say that they cannot buy more seats.  My point  is that academic librarians can and will find the money to pay for access via SFS to Chemical Abstracts if that is the "normal" cost increase each year, even if it is 10% or more. –Gary Wiggins
i. Was CAS able to give you an idea what the base price of SFS would be if billed that way?  I think I would prefer a base-price approach with science FTE tiers or some such size adjustment.  I certainly hope the increases would not be more than 10% per year - such an increase indicates a need for price structure or implementation change.  It would also be nice to see the costs broken down a bit- how much are we paying for database enhancement, and how much for interface enhancement.

ii. It's certainly a similar situation to other resources we license (journals), and we do tend to budget for a percentage increase each year for resources.  On the other hand, we do also have seat licensing for other resources (e.g., Web of Knowledge), and these arrangements have worked okay -- the critical factor here is the price increment per seat (or per bundle of seats -- we've had some licenses that required increments of 5 seats) which is MUCH lower than SciFinder Scholar, and is often accompanied by what David Flaxbart, in a talk at ACS meeting, referred to as "economy of scale" -- the more you buy, the lower the incremental cost of adding seats should be.

iii. Yes to XYZ's response on economies of scale

iv. I’m not sure I'm clear on your point in this last paragraph.  Are you suggesting that schools accept a higher annual base cost for SFS, with substantially higher annual inflation thereon, in return for unlimited usage and dropping the idea of "seats" altogether?  <snip>  It sort of depends on how much the base increase would be, but that could conceivably work if we get as much usage as we need out of it from then on. Buying additional seats under the current scheme is not economically feasible or advisable.  But, such an increase wouldn't be a great deal for schools that now have adequate access under the current model.  They would be paying more money for the same level of service they're getting now, and not gaining anything.  That would in effect be requiring low-turnaway schools to help subsidize additional access for high-turnaway schools.  (But perhaps spreading the pain is the whole point of this.)

In the case of consortial buyers (I'm thinking of the ABC1 and ABC2 systems), such increases would likely drive the smaller schools out of the deal altogether -- they are barely affording it at the current price.  I don't know how UC does it, but in the ABC2  system only 8 of 15 campuses currently participate; the others can't afford that first seat at all.  Two smaller campuses have indicated they'll be dropping out of the deal because they're not getting enough use to justify the cost, thereby reducing our shared seat pool by 2 and putting more pressure on the remaining seats.  If a substantial price hike came along, the remaining campuses would no longer have turnaway problems, but I'd bet 3-4 more would have to drop out for lack of funding.  They currently share 16 seats and have relatively low turnaway rates, so they would be penalized fairly severely in this new proposal.

This idea could work OK in a single-campus license environment, but I think CAS needs to consider the consortial deals somewhat differently to avoid killing off the small fry that have managed to scrape together the money so far to join up.

v. Gary is right in that "inflation" is easier to budget for than new resources.  But if it's way above what we normally see, questions will be asked and other chemistry resources may have to be eliminated to compensate.

vi. Yes, that's what I'm suggesting: no seats, take the cost of the basic package as the starting point, and expect cost increases in the range of 10 percent for at least the next 4 years to cover capital investments, etc.  <snip>
vii. Gary, of course I would like to have unlimited usage, but as ABC  has not experienced yet any significant turn-away rate, I can’t say we are willing to pay a “significant increase” for unlimited usage.  

viii. My take:  This might well be the case in healthy budget years.  However, my legendary Serials Sense (I was bitten in my youth by a radioactive copy of Tetrahedron Letters) warns me that in tight, tight budget times it may be perilous to give CAS the message that we can afford 10% annual increases for SFS *no matter what*.  Still, the notion of unlimited access is tempting.  We now get LOTS of turnaways on weekday afternoons.  The total percentage may not be much different from what others are reporting, but the frustration factor for our users is high.

ix. Agreeing to a 10%+ cost increase in perpetuity would double the cost of SFS within 7 years or less.  Even without an up-front cost increase, by 2010 we would each be paying $170,000 or more for what is today the standard 5-seat PhD package.  How many of us feel that is feasible?  Our long term budget outlook is not rosy to say the least.

(On the other hand, what is the typical annual inflation on Science Direct?  10%?  How sustainable is that?)

x. Tempting, granted. ABC is one of those with growing turnaway rates and widespread interest that has barely begun to be tapped. Have never bothered really advertising much. Word of mouth does wonders. However, the thought of 10% increases while I am preparing to cancel something like $63K is more than daunting. It goes up enough as is (but at least, is not being figured in Euros).

My first priority at the moment is actually to solve the access issue. My stats are likely to start going down as more and more users begin using broadband and DSL modems. The number grows daily and we haven't solved this issue on this campus for things like SFS.

xi. I agree with XYZ that a 10% per year increase (the Elsevier model) is not sustainable (doubling in 7 years) or, after 4 years (46%).  

This is particularly difficult to justify for smaller institutions like ABC, where the 5 seat restriction has not been a problem. 

I would be more understanding of the unlimited concept if it weren't for our situation with Angewandte Chemie.  We have one seat and virtually no complaints anymore, after I explained the impossible situation Wiley has created (i.e., ACIE is the only Wiley title with sufficient use to warrant additional seats, so we are not about to pay for unlimited usage for all of our titles). 

If turnaways increase in the afternoon, people can always come back later. Given the ability to access from home, etc. this shouldn't be a major life adjustment, especially for students.

xii. Friends,

I don't know what world you all are living in, but I will consider it to be a MAJOR victory if libraries of any type in ABC State, even the largest, can get standard CPI "cost of living increases" for the foreseeable future (5% or less).  On what basis are we expecting that administrators and legislatures will fund requests for double digit so-called "inflationary" increases and not laugh in our faces?

Every 7-8% or more cost increase by one vendor directly causes the cancellation of somebody else's content. This is a zero sum game (or worse) at this point.  Want Statistics? - One of my subject funds since academic year 1992-93 increased 97% while the CPI when up 25%.  Sounds good, till you calculate that the AVERAGE journal in chem-physics increased by 147%. And that was in generally GOOD economic times. You don't need an advanced math degree to realize what a losing proposition that is.

If any of you are going to be able to afford 10% annual increases for anything over the next three years, you and your organization are to be greatly congratulated.  I certainly don't want to rain on anyone's parade nor be combative.  I am just astounded that vendors and some in the profession are talking as if 10% or more increases are normal and manageable at this point in time.  We've already cut the low value stuff, delayed much needed facilities work, leveraged consortium deals, cut our book budgets to almost nothing, etc.  What's left? The next round of cuts will be the high value, high use stuff.  Again, best wishes to all of you that are confident of a bright economic future in your situations.  I can't see it from where I am sitting.

xiii. Gary,

I appreciate the thoughtful discussion your message has prompted.  Our 5-seat SFS license seems to work for most users.  They know high usage/turnaway times and modify their behavior to accommodate.  While I am not responsible for collection development here at ABC,  I am acutely aware that serials cuts AGAIN loom heavy on the horizon.  A SFS 10% annual subscription cost increase would be a giant and bitter pill to swallow.

xiv. The basic package - is that the 3 for 2? The basic cost for one seat?  If we had to consider $58,000 as the base cost for unlimited use with 10% increases every year, it would be tight, especially as the 10% would get bigger every year. If the base price were that of the 5 for 3 package, the initial outlay would be a problem. Given the responses to your letter so far, it looks like a very difficult proposition to figure out a pricing scheme that would be possible and attractive to all the different sized institutions we represent.  We are a smaller school with borderline-acceptable turnaway rates, certainly one of those places that would be subsidizing the use of bigger schools with higher turnaways. Given unlimited use however, who is to say our use wouldn't skyrocket, putting us up there with the big guys.

xv. ABC falls in the category of those for whom 5 seats is sufficient. Our turnaways have remained fairly low, so we haven't reached the saturation point yet. And I'm not sure what we could do about it if we did, for we're back in the cutting business, looking right and left for cancellations. The legislature just cut 2.2 million from our acquisitions budget, and if we don't get that restored, we're in trouble. Even without that cut, serials inflation is costing us dearly. So there's no way we could afford the jump to unlimited usage as envisioned.

xvi. However, I'm not crying wolf here. As I've said before, the "well" of double digit "inflationary" increases has run dry, dry, dry. Even 5% vendor price increases will probably mean significant cancellations over the next few years.

xvii. ABC is now experiencing a significant budget cut, and a continuing 10% increase for this rather expensive item (when compared to similar databases) will "break us" as well.  I certainly can not imagine that we will be able to increase the number of seats given the present budget projections ... our users are learning to accept the "Reply hazy, Try again later" response.  In the future we may even have to call for a reduced access plan.

xviii. At least seat charges are a way to control costs, as opposed to a set and "uncontrollable" annual increase with no ability to modify access/cost options.  My preference is for (1) an unlimited seats option for a set fee, and (2) additional flexible cost models based upon an incremental number of seats (not quantum leaps in groups of seats).

xix. First, a sincere thanks to Gary for pursuing this problem.  

In defense of his suggestion <snip>, I think they should serve as a warning that the society publishers have finally 'seen the light' and realize that libraries will pay almost anything for what the faculty strongly request. 

The best example of this is all the years it took for Gordon and Breach to finally have to give up their serials division. 

Society pubishers must be thinking "why have we been going out of our way to produce a product, in some cases almost at cost (e.g. American Physical Society), when libraries lavish their money on more expensive, lower quality titles and sign up for 'big deals' that will soon be budget busters. 

It is obvious that libraries are in for extremely difficult times, which are further compounded by the US$ dropping in value so suddenly in the past year. We should begin meeting with faculty early this summer and explain that there may have to be some drastic cuts next year unless the large continental European publishers find some creative way to minimize 'exchange rate' price increases.

xx. Re 2. SFS pricing: An annual 10% increase will simply not work here at ABC. While we have a large primary user group (54 faculty & 300-odd grad students in Chemistry alone), and while our turnaway figures are increasing, the prospect of that huge sucking sound of an ever-increasing fraction of our budget going off to Columbus every year is not acceptable; it would mean the eventual cannibalization of other resources which are, in their own sphere, just as valuable as CA. 

For over 2 years now I have been trying to manage my patrons' expectations, telling them about "load-leveling" to avoid busy times and making the cost of SFS very clear to them. Our 5-for-3 will have to do for the foreseeable future.  

xxi. I don't know if we could sustain an annual 10% cost increase for SFS - its cost is currently enough to gag an elephant as it is -- but that promise of unlimited # of seats just might convince our Collection Development department (they hold the purse strings here and are the ones who make the ultimate decision to get/not get).  While our turn-away rate has been acceptable so far, our new university president is pressing for more research in the biochem/biomed/bioengineering/biodesign (bio-you name it) areas and we are bracing ourselves for what will probably be an onslaught of new faculty in these areas.  If the demand for access to Chemical Abstracts becomes too much of a problem, our C.D. people just might be willingly to pay but I dread what C.D. might demand be cancelled in return.

xxii. The University of ABC is experiencing SEVERE budget problems this year.  The library was the only department of the university given a budget increase for FY04 (in fact, we also procured extra funds from the deans to keep us at steady state into this year.)  Despite this, my serials budget for this coming year is less than what I spent last year.

As a part of the XXX consortium, we are currently engaged in a heated battle with Elsevier over Science Direct.  It galls me that I need to cancel vital and unique titles in favor of duplicated print subscriptions of Elsevier journals.  On top of this, I am reaching the end of what can be canceled without breaking a "package" and incurring higher costs overall.

All this being said, a 10% annual price increase on a $65,000 product is completely unmanageable in the current economic climate.  Should such an event occur (and I understood Gary's message to read that this was a possibility only, and 10% an  arbitrary number, not a definite plan), I would assuredly be presented with the nasty choice in importance between buying access to the literature and owning the actual information itself.  Finally, if everyone cancels the serials, we will not be able to obtain it via interlibrary loan, and we'll be forced to pay high document delivery prices.

Faculty definitely need to be approached and made to comprehend the enormity of the situation.  They've been very spoiled lately, with all-you-can-eat access to huge chunks of the literature, and the only way that we are going to get out of the seemingly bottomless pit is if they recognize the problem and are willing to "Let go" of some of the convenience factor (dare I hope that they will alter their publishing practices?!!!)
