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Success Providing Excellent Service in a Changing World of Digital Information 
Resources: 

Collection Services at McGill 
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There are many challenges in today's library environment to provide access to 
information and freeing staff resources to focus on client services, including liaising with 
faculty, providing information literacy, teaching clients how to use resources and finding 
information. In the past ordering and cataloguing resources was a huge expense of time 
and human resources. We can now purchase more real and virtual titles more 
efficiently, but we have to transform our processes and our approaches to keep up. We 
have to make wise choices to focus on formats that meet the needs of our clients based 
on what they are using and want. My presentation today will focus on what we are doing 
at the McGill University in this world of transition to better serve our clients. 
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I will begin with a brief overview of the McGill University Library. Some highlights are 
that we are celebrating our 190th year as a University this upcoming school year. We 
serve the equivalent of 26,000 full time students, which is actually around 30,000 
students. We have a over 1600 faculty at the University, and the library has about 230 
staff members. We are approaching 5 million volumes this year, which will think is a big 
milestone in our history. We are an English language University in a French speaking 
province. We are consistently highly ranked on various education surveys. 
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OCLC has an Office of Research which recently released, “Perceptions of Libraries, 
2010”, which contains a wealth of information about library clients and how they use 
libraries. Focusing on college age students it is interesting to note that almost 100% use 
email and 75% use instant messaging, which are increased amounts over the same 
survey in 2005. In 2005 social networking sites and social media sites weren’t even 
included in the survey, and now they are used by over 90% and 80% of college 
students, which is up from the 2007 survey. New on this year’s survey were Skype and 
Twitter with smaller use, but interesting to note, with over 30% and over 20%.  
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When asked where to college students begin their searches for information, 83% begin 
with a search engine. It quickly drops from there to 7% use Wikipedia, which was just 
launched 10 years ago in 2001. How many of you use the Wikipedia regularly? Libraries 
do not even rank on the survey as a first choice. We have to question our relevance in a 
world where we are not the place to search for information for college students, but 
some hope is given to us when the survey shows that 78% of students who have been 
helped by a librarian agree adds value to the search process.  
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Doing a survey of traditional library statistics at my own library here is what we are 
finding at McGill. Print loans continue to drop each year, and last year’s drop was 4% 
for initial loans, and 1% for renewals. This is followed by 1% drop in reserve loans, 
which is after a push to ensure we have more materials on reserve available in 
electronic form, so it is surprising it didn’t drop too much. Our loans of A/V materials, 
including DVDs and CDs has dropped by 43%. If we looked closer there the drop on 
CDs is higher than the drop on DVDs, and we have purchased and marketed several 
online music options recently, along with the growth of iTunes. Also dropping are our 
information inquiries at 21% less than the previous year. 
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What is going up instead of down? Our door count continues to increase each year, with 
a 13% increase over last year. This is something that the staff continue to feel that we 
are busier than before, even while the print loans and returns continue to drop. Our 
library instruction classes continue to increase, and we have put an emphasis on doing 
more of these over the past five years. Last year we increased with 42% more classes 
and 27% more people. Cataloguing original materials continues to increase with 165% 
more than before. With more new materials arriving shelf ready and pre-catalogued, we 
have more time to focus on previously ignored original cataloguing, especially of rare 
books and special collections and of several backlogs, which we are focusing on. And 
last the number of photocopiers went up by 650%, because we switched to a new 
printing supplier, which includes a way to send free scans to yourself in an effort to be 
“green” and save on paper at the same time that we make it easier to find a photocopier 
to use. 
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In the past we were able to purchase about 50,000 print monographs, standing orders 
and approval books in one year. We were able to receive between 15,000 and 20,000 
serial/journal subscriptions in a year in print. In the past 10 years we’ve purchased 900 
databases. Since 2007 we’ve been receiving between 200,000 and 400,000 ebooks 
each year, purchased mainly in packages from publishers, consortial purchases and 
backfiles. We now receive about 60,000 e-journals per year, which is four times the 
amount we did in print. We are still receiving almost 50,000 print titles and now only 
about 7,000 print journals along with the e-titles. We could not receive everything we 
receive in electronic form if it was arriving in print without having exponentially more 
staff to handle the volume. 
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Like purchasing we catalogued about 40,000 to 50,000 print titles in a year, and 
received the 15,000 to 20,000 print serials we ordered. We almost managed to keep up 
with new materials that had copy cataloguing, but fell behind in original cataloguing. 
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Large gifts of rare and special collections were too much to handle in the past. In recent 
years we have found ways to catalogue the electronic resources in batches and last 
year catalogued 380,000 e-book titles and have almost 800,000 in our catalogue. We 
have activated thousands of titles in SFX, our link resolver for e-resources. We’re still 
keeping up with cataloguing, which is easier to do with shelf ready plans, which as I said 
earlier, allows us to focus on other collections that were previously neglected, because 
of a lack of time and staff. Still in this new world we have a backlog of ebooks that is 
growing just as fast as we find ways to catalogue them, so now we have a backlog of 
400,000 titles. I think we must find new ways to providing access to these materials 
through dynamic linking, APIs or real time methods, because we will never keep up with 
traditional MARC records being loaded into our catalogues with these titles. If we 
purchase these titles, but our clients cannot find them easily it is a problem. 
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We moved from NOTIS to Aleph for our catalogue in 2001, and for the next few years 
until 2005, the number of records we catalogued went up in a steady way and taking 
about 6 years to get from 1.5 million to 2.5 million. The next million came in just 4 years, 
and I think the next million will come in early 2012. If we could catalogue the titles as 
fast as we receive them, we would be there now. We can no longer afford to catalogue 
each individual item with “perfect” catalogued records now. Many times we are batch 
processing records and loading sets from vendors and from OCLC in groups. 
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The problem is not that we are not doing better in this role, because the figures from 
2008 to 2009 versus 2009 to 2010 show that we had 342,094 more catalogued than the 
previous year. At the same time the backlog doubled from 200,000 to 400,000. We 
cannot afford to catalogue these one at a time as we did in the past, so we need to use 
tools like MARC edit, rely on record sets, and batch functions in our catalogue to 
continue to make progress on these.  
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How do we use our staff’s time more effectively? We have increased approval plans 
over the past several years, and for example 55% of what we purchase from YBP, one 
of our major vendors, comes to us automatically on approval plans. These materials, 
along with firm orders from YBP, arrive shelf ready catalogued by the OCLC PromptCat 
Service and processed by YBP. We have worked with all of our major vendors over the 
past five years to start, expand and adjust our approval plans with them. We have also 
added shelf ready and cataloguing plans, so that the materials arrive shelf ready.  

Our Collection Development Committee works together to purchase large e-book sets 
and backfiles of e-collections especially for cross-disciplinary purchases. We negotiate 
deals either directly or in our consortial purchases for packages of e-books and e-
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journals from major vendors. For example, for the past six years we have purchased all 
of the books in English by Springer as part of a consortial deal for Quebec Universities. 

These purchases and approval plans help free our liaison librarians up from selecting 
titles individually, giving them more time to work with students and faculty. Having 
materials arrive shelf ready gives Collection Services staff more time to focus on McGill 
research, special collections and unique items. 
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Here is the explanation of CRKN from their website: “The Canadian Research 
Knowledge Network (CRKN) is a partnership of universities dedicated to expanding 
digital content for the university research enterprise in Canada. From its inception as a 
pilot project in 2000, CRKN has played a key role in building knowledge infrastructure in 
Canada, providing equitable and cost-effective access to scholarly content for 
universities nationwide.” 

75 universities across Canada participate in this network, and represent 900,000 full-
time equivalent faculty, undergraduate and graduate students. Through this partnership 
we feel we use our buying power more effectively and can negotiate purchases as a 
group for better prices. Originally there was government money to get the project 
started, but now it is self-funded by the participants. 

We currently spend about 25% of our collections budget each year on these CRKN 
purchases.  

With CREPUQ, our Quebec Universities Consortium, we also make joint purchases, 
which include, for example the Springer books plan I mentioned on the previous slide. 
We currently spend about 7% of our collection budget on these purchases through 
CREPUQ, which again give us buying power across Quebec and allow us to negotiate 
as a group. If we had to negotiate each license separately for these purchases we do 
with CRKN and CREPUQ, we would need much more staff focused on these activities 
locally. 

We also take advantage of our group membership in the Center for Research Libraries 
for some purchase options there and special package deals they offer. 
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Open access is playing a larger role in what we do at the McGill Library. We promote 
McGill research and scholarship by providing access through our electronic repository. 
Starting last year all theses that are submitted by our students are done so 
electronically, and now the electronic theses is the copy of record. We have made 
digital copies of almost all of our theses going back to the early 1970’s available online, 
and our next project with these is to go back to the 1890s and digitize 12,500 theses to 
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have a complete run of McGill theses available electronically. Currently we digitize them 
on demand, if they are requested for interlibrary loan.  

We have begun to publish open access e-journals, including the “McGill Journal of 
Education” and “Cuizine”, a journal about culture and cuisine in Canada. 

In Canada there is a move to have government grant funded or government support 
research openly accessible, and McGill researchers are partnering with the library to 
make this information available.  

Living in a world with GoogleBooks creates changes expectations of users, so that they 
can feel everything is available online with 7 million digitized books available there. In 
Canada some titles are available and others are not, because of copyright. We are able 
to link to GoogleBook information with our WorldCat Local Discovery Tool. 

We are planning to join the Haithi Trust, which is a group of research libraries who 
share their digitized content—some openly to non-members and other parts only to 
members. There were 8.7 million e-book volumes there, 4.7 million e-books and 
211,665 serials when I last checked in May, which is a total of 3 billion pages of 
information. 
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We try various methods to ensure we are responsive to our client’s requests. The first is 
an online purchase request system that sends requests to our central Collection 
Development Section to almost automatically be purchased. The only exceptions are 
really expensive items or materials that are out of print. We sometimes work with our 
subject specialists for some requests, but in general try to get them quickly without too 
many barriers.  

We continue to try e-book purchase plans. One that we tried in 2010 was a NetLibrary 
plan to allowed us to put records in our system for 3000 titles we identified as the right 
level and subjects for our collections. When the each title had 2 users click on the URL 
and open the item, the item was purchased for our collection. This was very popular in 
the sense that we spent the budget for this project ahead of schedule and added more 
money to the project to keep up with the demand.  

A new vendor we are just beginning to use is FreeGal, which is a partnership with Sony 
where our clients can download music and video titles to their computer, iPad or other 
device, and the library pays a flat rate for each download. We control the number of 
downloads with it set for 5 downloads per week for each client. In some ways it is a new 
way to offer electronic resources with a pay as you go system, but in other ways it is like 
earlier models of FirstSearch and Dialog searches.  

When we know that as many as 40 to 50% of some collections have never circulated, it 
is good to know that we are purchasing titles that will be used with these methods.  
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As our loans of physical A/V materials the use of our online resources continue to 
increase and there continues to be more options available. One product we have had 
for more than a year now is Overdrive, which was originally a public libraries product, 
that now has more content and appeal to academic libraries. Patrons can download 
audio and video materials, along with e-books, onto their laptops, iPods, iPads, mobile 
phones and more. Materials are checked out, because of digital rights management 
issues involved with downloading onto portable devices. Another interesting product is 
Medici.TV which is online video recordings of concerts and master classes of 
performances in classical music and some jazz content from French company led by a 
former classical music concert producer.  
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To ensure access to the resources that we are purchasing in both print and e-form, we 
introduced a discovery tool with an easy-to-use, Google-like approach that has 
relevance ranking. We choose WorldCat Local from OCLC and it was the lowest cost 
approach of the vendors we reviewed, based on not just purchase price, but the amount 
of staff time and energy it takes to keep it working, because OCLC staff support it 
centrally. They continually do usability testing and have monthly updates and upgrades 
to the system based on member library feedback and the usability testing results.  
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We started in 2009 and at first the electronic resources were OCLC article databases, 
but this has greatly expanded to major vendors databases, journals and other 
resources. Local fields display in the results, like fields for our rare books. The interface 
is available in several languages and 12% of searches are done with the French 
interface, 87% in English and the other 2% in other languages, including Chinese and 
Spanish. 
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The OCLC Perceptions report shows that 28% of college students have smart phones, 
and this number continues to rise. To make resources available on mobile devices the 
search interface has to be re-invented to be able to read the results and make 
searching easily. Just searching the regular website doesn’t work for these devices. 
OCLC has been working over the past year to continue improve the mobile experience. 
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With WorldCat Local we can take new approaches to access our collections. Where we 
used to create printed reading lists, for example lists of fiction titles with various themes 
in our Education Library, our librarians and clients can now use the feature to create 
lists online. 
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An example is a list for “Canadian Historical Juvenile Fiction”, which in the past might 
have been updated once every year or so, but now can be updated in real time as new 
titles arrive. You can see how often it is looked at, and this one shows that it has viewed 
1463 times. There are two people who signed up to watch the list, which means they 
will be notified when the list is updated. You can create a permanent link to the page 
and post it on Facebook or other sites. You can view other titles created by the same 
person, which in this case is the “Education Library” at McGill. 
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Access to our e-resources is important, because is the clients need to be able to find 
them easily. RDA is bringing changes, which hopefully can it easier to catalogue 
materials. The Library of Congress has begun a process to replace MARC with 
something like XML. Subject headings continue to evolve in a world of key word 
searching. To me there has to be new ways to like to online resources in our catalogues 
to harvest metadata in real time. Cataloguing everything individually for electronic 
resources is almost impossible to do and keep up with them. Vendors are uneven about 
providing good records and some don’t provide them at all. 
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In an electronic environment our students and faculty are used to a world where they 
can view books online immediately, download on iTunes and order from Amazon day 
and night. Telling them to wait two weeks for an interlibrary loan is a challenge.  

We will try to purchase materials that are recent or in print, instead of getting them on 
interlibrary where possible.  

As we move forward we are providing some of our resources electronically, like our 
older theses if they aren’t digitized, but requested for interlibrary loan, we will digitize 
them and make them available that way, instead of sending a print copy through the 
mail. For theses going back to the 1970s we now have them available digitally. We will 
embark on a project to digitize the rest of our theses going back to the 1890. There are 
about 12,500, so it will take a couple of years. Once these are all available digitally, we 
can then move them to an off-site storage facility, since we won’t need to access them 
on a regular basis, but “just in case” something happens. 
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We are facing space issues, like other libraries, so we have de-selection plans that 
encourage us to discard multiple copies, if they are no longer used regularly. We also 
try to ensure that our collection development policies are up-to-date with our teaching, 
learning and research needs, so that if we have materials in our collections that don’t fit 
our long term needs, we can discard them. This is difficult as a research library. This 
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has been helpful as we evaluate backlogs to catalogue, before spending resources on 
adding them to the collection. 

We also work together with other University libraries in Quebec through CREPUQ to go 
through lists of journals in J-STOR to see which libraries have complete runs of various 
titles and make decisions about which library will keep their copy, so that other libraries 
in the consortium can discard their print copies. Moving ahead we have plans to create 
a consortial off-site storage facility for these print titles that are available in e-form that 
we want to keep as a backup print copy.  
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Because of the changing environment with e-resources we are looking at various 
aspects of what we do to adapt. One is that we’ve created a successful program for 
graduate students called “My research” with four steps that take them through the 
research process, teach them how to cite sources with EndNote, show them various 
strategies and resources for searching more than just Google, and finally help them to 
get their research published and out there. Students who successfully complete the 
program receive a certificate. We have the program available in many different branch 
libraries and take a cross-disciplinary approach to it. Because of that success, we’ve 
recently created an undergraduate version of the program with two steps. First: Diving 
into the research pool, and second: Going deeper: how to critically evaluate and 
manage sources. 
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We are creating a new strategic plan at the McGill University Library to meet the 
challenges we are facing in a world of increasing access to online resources, 
maximizing our money spent by working with partners in other libraries, taking 
advantage of open access materials, trying new strategies to meet demand and helping 
increase the research skills of our clients.  
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