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Even as the 21st century library becomes
increasingly digital, with “right-sized” (which
is to say lean) staffing, none of us is surprised
when our mission writ large is called into ques-
tion. Yet as the 21st century lurches forward,
the tenor of the calls to justify our existence
has changed quite dramatically. Local condi-
tions vary from institution to institution, to be
sure, but from where I sit I see a new pattern
and tenor in the “prove to us you are terrific”
demand we constantly receive. Now more than
ever, the calls to justify our existence are pri-
marily driven by finances. Much less energy
is focused on those perennial favorites, which
sound something like this: “What exactly is it
that you do?” or “Why do we need books when
everything is on the internet?” And let’s not
forget, “We’ve decided that the library should
be all online so we can repurpose the physical
space.” No doubt many of you have heard
these and more. What’s different in the latter
days of 2011 is that we have managed, against
very tough odds, to advance the value propo-
sition of our services, mainly by using new
technologies innovatively and assertively.
We have strengthened our position, but we
are caught in the broader economy of our re-
gions and nations, and most governments
find themselves looking at everything in
search of savings. 

It is unlikely that the search for cost sav-
ings will end anytime soon. Yet the very ur-
gency of the need to reduce expenditure has
an interesting side benefit for academic li-
braries. I think consultants-for-hire and

others who are brought in to clean house
would be very hard-pressed to find a cohort of
managers and frontline staff who are better at
stretching funds, leveraging business rela-
tionships and coalitions, and sharing costs
with diverse partners, preserving high-touch
services to patrons all the while. When in-
terviewed, those patrons profess to love us
greatly. Now, I know that many friends and
colleagues think I am an optimist, but a re-
cent charge to find even more savings within
the University of California Libraries (UC
Libraries) provides evidence of long-term
effectiveness even as it seeks an even
higher return on investment. So while my
fellow contributors to CIL focus on high tech
and new services, I’m going to review the
homegrown, 35-plus years of effective stew-
ardship that has managed not only to save
but also to advance one of the finest research
library systems in the world—the University
of California Libraries. 

Reaping the 35-Year Whirlwind

For the past 35 years, the University of
California System has faced shrinking sup-
port from the state of California, which (fa-
mously) must confront its own budgetary and
policy challenges. Yet over that 35-year arc,
the University of California Libraries used
two organizational strategies that have en-
abled them to thrive amid the turbulence. The
first one is known as continuous improvement
at business schools and as “Kaizen” in Japan.

NOW MORE

THAN EVER,

THE CALLS TO

JUSTIFY OUR

EXISTENCE ARE

PRIMARILY

DRIVEN BY

FINANCES.

Thirty-Five Years’ Worth of ROI

»

» building
digital libraries

www.infotoday.com « NOVEMBER 2011 | 21



22 | NOVEMBER 2011 » www.infotoday.com

This corporate strategy urges all em-
ployees to think continually of ways to
improve operations. The second strat-
egy ought to be taught in business
schools but most likely is overlooked.
That would be the library profession’s
penchant for industrywide collabora-
tion in all aspects of our work. Shared
cataloging, union catalogs, 24/7 chat
reference shouldered by campuses all
over the state, digital licensure that ex-
pands access to every corner of the uni-
versity—let’s face it, these are amazing
achievements, all pioneered by smart
folks possessing the M.L.I.S. degree.
Over 35 years, the systematic focus on
continuous improvement and collabo-
ration has resulted in a net annual
savings of more than $114 million for
the University of California. Hmmm:
seems like they ought to hand out a
gold lapel pin for that kind of total
quality management.

But time marches on, and we must
climb every mountain. On May 4, 2011,
the Systemwide Library and Schol-
arly Information Advisory Committee
(SLASIAC)—a group of top adminis-
trators that included some university
librarians, received an interim report
from its Library Planning Task Force
that foretells that steady-state fund-
ing to the libraries will shrink by an-
other $52 million by 2017. There are
many reasons for this: continuous
cuts to the university budget, retire-
ment costs, and last but not least,
shrinking buying power as the cost of
scholarly information increases. In re-
ply, SLASIAC and the Council of Uni-
versity Librarians are launching a
four-point preemptive strategy to ab-
sorb this reduction before the legisla-
ture calls for it—a proactive step in-
deed but nonetheless a move that is
well-steeped in an understanding of
the state’s own limitations. 

How to Cut $52 Million 

Read all about it in SLASIAC’s Li-
brary Planning Task Force’s “Interim

Report,” which calls for immediate ac-
tion in 2011 to implement plans through
2014 (see http://libraries.universityof
california.edu/planning/taskforce/in
terim_report_package_2011-05-09.pdf).

This is an exhaustive and occasion-
ally scary document to read if you love
the UC Libraries, no doubt about it.
But it is also tough-minded and bal-
anced in how it assesses the challenges
ahead. Moreover—and here comes my
paean to the brilliance of library lead-
ership—it is chock full of evidence of
uncommonly effective strategies that
have already saved that $114 million
per year. Indeed, one can interpret the
interim report and its four strategies
as a ringing endorsement of library
best practices as we have crafted them.
The report urges the university librar-
ians essentially to do more of the same,
only better, and with some hair-raising
deadlines right around the corner. None
of what we must do more of is new—all
of the strategies reinforce what we are
already doing.

Reading reports such as this one can
become an occasion to experience “or-
ganizational fatigue.” After all, when
will it end, and when can we stabilize
ourselves and carry on? It’s hard to
read factoids such as this, straight from
the report: The necessary $52 million
reduction that must be achieved by
2017 is equivalent to the entire library
budget of UC–Berkeley or the entire li-
brary budgets of the Davis, Irvine, and
Riverside libraries combined. 

The famous refrain from London
during the Blitz has gained popular-
ity since 2008—“Keep calm and carry
on”—and for good reason. The lead-
ership of the library system has saved
$114 million per year already; How
then shall we carry on? Whatever we
do locally will carry some universal
kernels of wisdom that any informa-
tion professional would find worth
knowing. Therefore, I’m going to sum-
marize what we must do, which is not
a new activity but a continuation of
policies that we ourselves pioneered

without any exterior pressure in the
first place over that same 35-year
arc. Then let’s see if I can hold on to
my optimism.

From ‘Institution-Building’ 
to ‘Institution-Saving’

Each of the four strategies the re-
port recommends will seem like an old
friend, so I won’t spend verbiage ex-
plaining them: Expand and collectively
manage library services; support fac-
ulty efforts to change the scholarly
communications market; explore new
sources of revenue; and improve the
already extant framework for sys-
temwide decision making. The clincher
is in the timing, however. Applying
these four broadly defined strategies,
the university seeks savings of $15 mil-
lion by 2011–2012, another $25 million
by 2012–2013, and $12 million by
2013–2014. Library directors in any
situation will recognize how steep these
goals are, and yet they are not out of
step with cost-cutting measures else-
where within the University of Califor-
nia budget. Moreover, these goals co-
incide with a reorganization of the
university’s Office of the President, a
move that accentuates campus-level
empowerment. This enables campus
chancellors and university librarians
to craft localized solutions and conse-
quently improves the library’s prospects
for winning faculty and administrative
support in the local arena. This is sig-
nificant because the faculty associated
with each campus has often champi-
oned its own libraries.

Trust me when I tell you this is the
simplified version of what we are facing
on the left coast. Yet extreme and proac-
tive steps have been known to succeed,
especially if everybody shares in the
challenge—and even pain—in achiev-
ing them. A 35-year arc of constant im-
provement does not count for nothing.
Such sustained activity builds durable
alliances that can shield beloved insti-
tutions in their hour of need. The uni-
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versity library has been an active team
player in helping the campus integrate
reductions in its state funds and has
been an exceptional fundraiser in its
own right. The professional staff mem-
bers have uncovered numerous ways
to save on collection funds, and they
have also rolled out numerous innova-
tions ranging from book-scanning sta-
tions that replace copiers to an active
role in planning for online learning do-
mains. The overall strategy that is em-
ployed might be called “institution
saving” because for a complex research
university to survive, it must protect
all of its academic functions. The uni-
versity libraries’ key strategies are tai-
lor-made for institution saving: increase
collaboration, reach out to the faculty,
raise funds, and expand systemwide
savings opportunities.

ROI for a Better Day

Over time, I have chosen carefully
when I decide to share news from my
home institution in these pages. Af-
ter all, CIL has a global readership.
Yet the skillfulness I witnessed here
is a story worth sharing, and the moral
of the story is that our best efforts to
save one of the world’s great research
libraries are rooted in the long-term
best practices of the profession. So I am
forced to admit that I remain an opti-
mist. Any cohort of managers who can
find annual savings of $114 million
while continuing to grow a vibrant li-
brary program will prevail in finding
ways to save the institution for a bet-
ter day—again. The University of Cal-
ifornia Libraries have given a stellar
return on investment over the past 35

years, winning the admiration of some
top administrators while doing so. The
library staff has adapted to change—
a difficult process, to be sure—as the
world has changed all around us all the
while. Yes, I think there is cause for op-
timism; after all, California was al-
ways the “can do” state. That spirit
lives on in its institutions of higher ed-
ucation and will continue to do so. �
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