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It’s the sam e -  but different
Tim Burke has just re tu rn ed  to the business of 
subscription serv ice s a fter a  bit o f a  sa b b a tic a l a n d  
says h e ’s finding that the m o re  things c h a n g e , the  
m o re th ey  sta y  the sa m e .

You'd think that returning to subscription 
services after several years would be  like getting 
b a ck  on a  bike.

Well, it is, and  it isn't.
It is the sam e, b e cau se  the basic need  is 

still there -  that institutions still need  specialised  
services to help them c o p e  with the challenges of 
m anaging subscriptions, to enab le  them to focus 
their expertise on more client-focused activity.

These days it's called  Business Process 
Outsourcing, BPO. A law  firm, for exam ple, might 
w ant to co ncentrate  their expertise on the 
p ractice  of law, so they'll outsource w hat they see  
as non-core functions like marketing, accounting , IT 
m anagem en t -  and m anaging subscriptions.

But then it isn't the sam e, b e ca u se  there has also 
been an enormous contraction of publishers into 
a  small number of publishing empires, so there are  
simply fewer suppliers to dea l with. Still, there are a  
lot who haven't been gathered up.

So m uch is delivered electronically these days. 
When I entered the information industry in the 80s, 
w e w ere dipping our toes into online databases, 
and  you had to be a  speed-queen typist to keep  
the co n n e ct costs down. Then along c a m e  CD- 
ROM, the internet and the world w ide w eb , with 
ca lm  and easy  interfaces that patrons could  
search themselves.
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Now adays I hear, particularly in hospital libraries, 
that they subscribe to journals, but then these odd  
things m ade  of paper turn up, and they don't 
have anyw here to put them!

I've just joined global subscription co m p an y  
Prenax as M anaging Director for the Australia, NZ 
and Asia-Pacific region. These days the majority of 
our business com es from multinational corporations 
who closed their libraries, then discovered that 
they are spending w ay  too m uch on content, and  
w ay too m uch time on m anaging that content, 
if only they could determ ine who is getting w hat 
from whom, and  at w hat cost.

The challenges for organisations, their libraries 
and us as suppliers of a  service are substantially the 
sam e of course. With print subscriptions there are  
issues that don't arrive, publishers who don't return 
com m unications (and/or have  never heard of 
email), invoices in exotic currencies with amounts 
and titles bearing no relation to w hat you've  
requested or renew ed. And so on.

With electronic subscriptions in m any cases you 
need both a  lawyer and negotiator on hand to 
help you navigate the licence  terms and pricing 
so you c a n  get the content you w ant out to your 
patrons, and  at a  price that is fair to all. Then 
you have to police it, and  you have to try and  
keep track of the volatility and shifting land scap e  
of publishing on the w eb  ("it w as at that URL 
yesterday, w here is it now?").

Sometimes, you need a  friend -  even if it's just a  
shoulder to cry on. That hasn't ch an g e d , either!

Tim Burke
M anaging Director, Prenax Pty Ltd
tim .burke@ prenax.com.au
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A choir of 192 186
Im agine a  ch o ir o f that size with no  
s c o re , no  c o n d u c to r . The result is 
m o re a  c a c o p h o n y  than a  choir, 
b u t with a  co m p ellin g  m e ssa g e  
nevertheless. It's a  m e ssa g e  that 
university library patrons h a v e  b e e n  
sou n d in g  for so m e  time n o w  through  
the m ed ium  o f the Insync Surveys 
flagship b e n ch m a rk  Library Client

Survey a n d  the results a re  help ing  
those libraries refine their d a y -to -d a y  
business strategies.

The Library C lien t Su rvey  itself is 
more than a  d e c a d e  old. However, 
it w asn't until 2008 that w e  began  
to systematically analyse the vast 
amounts of open fe ed b ack  that was 
being generated  -  betw een 1000 
to 8000 com m ents per survey. The 
agg reg ate  d ata  -  192 186 responses

from nearly all the universities in 
Australia, and som e in New Zealand  
-  now represents an excellent 
indicator of the experience and  
behaviour patterns of library users.

We asked survey respondents to 
"please give us your suggestions 
for improvement or any other 
com m ents about the library". When 
the responses began  to flood in, w e  
em ployed a  software p a ck a g e  to
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