David Carlson

AAAS and JSTOR

Anatomy of a successful initiative

In]uly 2007, the American Association for the
Advancement of Science (AAAS) announced
that it would discontinue future contributions
of its premier journal, Science, to the JSTOR
database, thereby ending AAAS participation
in the Mellon-funded journal storage archive
initiative. The library community mobilized to
oppose this move and in January 2008, AAAS
announced a reversal of its decision. This
article tells the story of how this came about
and the strategies that convinced AAAS to go
back to the table with JSTOR and rethink its
policy.

I was privileged to be a primary partici-
pant in the advocacy initiative, but the results
came with a great deal of help from library
Rather
than provide a detailed calendar of events

groups, consortia, and individuals.

with a list of the actions and steps taken, I
will describe the elements and characteristics
of the advocacy effort that were critical to its
success. These are:

e shared mission and values,

e personal commitment and advocacy,
e a membership-based organization,

a little luck, and

e courageous leadership.

Shared mission and values

One of the most critical elements of the advo-
cacy effort was the recognition that AAAS is a
nonprofit organization whose values and mis-
sion are shared by libraries, the academy, and
the research community. On nearly every page
of the AAAS Web site is this “mission slogan”:
Advancing Science, Serving Society. Substitute
“campus” for “science” and this could be the
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mission slogan for a science library at any
American university. Thus, one of the central
tenets of the argument presented to AAAS was
that the decision to stop contributing new con-
tent to JSTOR contradicted these values.

The opening paragraph of my initial letter
to AAAS Board Chair John Holdren established
the argument: “[The withdrawal of Science
from JSTOR] is a mistaken and regrettable
decision that, in my judgment, is counter to
the mission and values of AAAS.” In its con-
clusion, the letter restates and reaffirms the
criticality of mission and the discontinuity of
the organization’s mission-based values with
the decision to withdraw from JSTOR:

The AAAS decision to end the par-
ticipation of Science in JSTOR is in
contradiction with your mission and
values: to advance science and serve
society. Moreover, I believe that the
reasons given for the decision can
be effectively achieved through your
continuation with JSTOR. I hope you
and the AAAS Board reconsider the
withdrawal decision.

I cannot say for certain whether this posi-
tion was persuasive to AAAS, but it was central
to my motivation and actions. Moreover, a
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meeting with Alan Leshner, AAAS chief execu-
tive officer, indicated that this argument was,
if not a compelling one with AAAS, a very
sensitive one.

The meeting with Leshner came about in
the midst of the advocacy effort with AAAS.
It happened that the Association of Research
Libraries (ARL) had its annual fall meeting in
Washington, D.C., where AAAS has its national
headquarters. Prior to the meeting, I contacted
Leshner and he agreed to meet and talk about
the JSTOR decision. T invited Shirley Baker
(vice chancellor for scholarly resources and
dean of university libraries at Washington
University) to join me as a partner from the
Greater Western Library Alliance, and we took
a break from the ARL meeting to meet with
Leshner.

We had a cordial, but frank conversation
in Leshner’s office. The mission- and values-
based argument was the one element of our
conversation at which Leshner became par-
ticularly animated and engaged. The conten-
tion that the AAAS decision contradicted the
organization’s mission and values disturbed
Leshner more than any other aspect of our
position. Later in our discussion T had an
opportunity to tell Leshner that while T ap-
preciated his disagreement, I affirmed my
position. It was the most difficult moment of
our meeting.

This prompts another aspect of the di-
mension of shared mission and values to the
process. Obviously, the advocacy initiative was
based on a disagreement. However, because
we shared key values it was vitally important
to keep all communications and language
respectful, professional, and whenever pos-
sible, nonconfrontational, while still being
clear about the scope of our disagreement on
this particular issue. Such an approach ought
to be part of any professional discussion, but
in the desire to persuade and convince, it is
easy to use language that is aggressive and
confrontational. Throughout this process, I felt
it was critical to remember that AAAS was an
organizational friend whose members were
our colleagues and shared our basic values for
knowledge, communication, and learning.
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Personal commitment and advocacy
Throughout the advocacy initiative T had
invaluable assistance from other library con-
sortia. The leadership committees of Greater
Western Library Alliance (GWLA) and Consor-
tium of Academic and Research Libraries in
Illinois (CARLD began the effort with unani-
mous endorsements of identical resolutions
within days of each other. As a result of the
GWLA and CARLI resolutions, International
Coalition of Library Consortia (ICOLC) became
involved and initiated a process which, after
several weeks, resulted in the endorsement of
a resolution by 66 national and international
library consortia. Finally, I know that a number
of colleagues wrote individual and separate
letters of concern to AAAS. These multiple ef-
forts by the library community, both corporate
and individual, led to the success of the effort
with AAAS. At the same time, I believe it is also
true that personal commitment to champion
the cause, move it forward, and give it voice
was critical to a successful outcome.

My time and commitment to the issue
was important, but T also believe it was vital
that the messages received by AAAS had an
individual and personal voice with a similar
style, language, and consistency. This personal
identification and involvement was especially
important in this age of corporate, faceless
persuasion and anonymous spam. It gave my
arguments and my position a deeper, personal
resonance.

A membership-based organization

A third important factor was that AAAS is a
membership-based organization. The decision
to cease contributions of Science to JSTOR was
made and recommended by full-time AAAS
executive staff but if the mission-based argu-
ment was to be effective, 1 decided that my
message had to reach the membership.

To its credit, the AAAS Web site was
transparent in its explanation and description
of the organization’s Board of Directors and
Membership Council and proved invaluable
for researching the governance structure of
AAAS. Two critical bodies within AAAS have
important roles in the policy and decision-
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making process of the organization: a small
and select Board of Directors of some half-
dozen members and the larger Membership
Council composed of approximately 50 AAAS
members. This organizational structure and the
names of the individuals in these groups were
plainly available, indeed, proudly displayed,
on their Web site. Since AAAS did not provide
the e-mail addresses of these individuals or
an easy means of communication, it took
time and effort to search, identify, store, and
compose appropriate and compelling e-mails
at the various stages of my campaign.

A cursory examination of the individuals
who were members of the Board of Direc-
tors and Membership Council revealed that
libraries not only shared the values of these
members, but nearly all of them were our
colleagues on campus. Practically, I could not
reach the entire AAAS membership, but I could
communicate with and, hopefully, persuade
the representative governing bodies, the Board
of Directors, and Membership Council.

Thus, my initial letter was addressed not to
Alan Leshner, AAAS CEO, but to John Holdren,
chair of the Board of Directors (with a copy to
Leshner). After a few weeks, when my letter
received no response, I sent the letter to the
other members of the Board. After a couple
more weeks, when my communications con-
tinued to get no response, I sent the same
letter to the approximately 50 members of the
Membership Council.

During the advocacy effort, I received re-
sponses from several members of the Board
and Council. In all cases but one, reactions
were supportive of my concerns and ex-
pressed surprise at the decision by AAAS with,
in several cases, a promise to pursue the matter
within AAAS. I estimate that I communicated
with some 60 members of the Board and
Council and received supportive comments
from perhaps one-third of these. One-third
may not seem significant, but I was encour-
aged by this level of support to an individual
from outside the organization who was clearly
lobbying them for support against an an-
nounced decision. It is interesting and perhaps
more telling that after AAAS announced the
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reversal of its decision, I received more e-mails
from several members which revealed various
details of their efforts within the organization
to change the decision and thanking me for
coordinating the effort.

The decision always came back around to
Leshner and the AAAS executive staff —ap-
propriately so, in my judgment—but the em-
phasis on communication to the membership-
based governance bodies was an essential
and effective strategy in the effort to persuade
AAAS to reconsider its decision.

A little luck

Good research, effective communications,
personal commitment and a sound, convinc-
ing argument are vital, but they are improved
immeasurably by a little luck. Throughout
this effort, I had some things “just go right,”
especially in regard to the timing of events
for which T had no grand plan and deserve
no credit whatsoever. Previously scheduled
events or meetings occurred that were near-
perfectly timed to provide an additional
level of advocacy, publicity, or visibility to
the effort.

It went a little bit like this: after a couple
of weeks, my initial letters to the Board and
Council were followed by the GWLA Steering
Committee meeting that resulted in the first
consortial resolution. A few days later, the
CARLI Board met and, like GWLA, endorsed
the resolution unanimously. These endorse-
ments gave the resolution immediate weight
and impact to my efforts. As one result of
these resolutions, the story gained the inter-
est of Chronicle of Higher Education, which
followed with a front-page story a few weeks
later. About the same time, ARL had its mid-
year meeting in Washington, D.C., and led

Now online: ACRL-SPARC forum

Audio and PowerPoint slides from “Work-
ing with the Facebook generation: Engag-
ing student views on access to scholar-
ship” held at ALA’s Midwinter Meeting,
January 2008, are now available at www.
arl.org/sparc/meetings/forum.html.
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to the meeting with Leshner, as discussed
above. Finally, a week or two after the Leshner
meeting, ICOLC concluded its deliberations
with the endorsement of the resolution by
62-library consortia. These cascading events,
nicely interspersed by two-to-four weeks,
were critical in building advocacy and vis-
ibility, but the timing was unplanned and
just plain lucky.

Courageous leadership

I want to offer sincere and genuine recogni-
tion of the courageous leadership shown by
Alan Leshner in this process. It is to Leshner’s
great credit that he was willing to reconsider a
decision that he had supported and endorsed.
As an administrator and leader, it is easy to
become personally invested in decisions.
However, upon hearing the voices and con-
cerns of the library community (and, I believe,
some of his membership representatives) it is a
measure of Leshner’s leadership and adminis-
trative courage that he did not react stubbornly
and defensively. Rather, he reconsidered, initi-
ated a reopening of discussions with JSTOR,
and after renegotiations, reversed the original

decision. He deserves recognition as well as
our admiration and thanks.

Conclusion

On the basis my experience, the successful
advocacy effort with AAAS depended on
commonality of values, personal commitment
to the issue, reaching the AAAS membership,
luck, and leadership. These factors led to the
reversal of the decision to cease contributing
new content from its premier journal, Science,
to the JSTOR platform. Clearly, some of these
characteristics are unique to the AAAS/JSTOR
issue. It is interesting to think which factors
could be applied—and which factors would
be new—in a similar effort with a different
nonprofit organization, such as the American
Psychological Association, or even a for-profit
publisher. The lessons of this initiative are
useful and worth the careful consideration of
the library community.

But in conclusion the final word must be
this: after years of outrageous pricing schemes,
intractable usage policies, inflexible licensing
schemes, and Machiavellian mergers and con-
solidations, it was good to win one. #Z

(“MLibrary2.0,” continued from page 206)
think more openly and broadly about how
users and staff work and encouraged think-
ing on a large scale about delivery of content
and services. It has prompted us as a com-
munity to try new things and to see new
possibilities. What’s next? We don’t know.
We have only begun to create, share, and
network!®

Notes

1. MLibrary 2.0 promotional Web site,
www.lib.umich.edu/1ib20/.

2. Flickr and Facebook groups to en-
courage sharing and networking, flickr.com

/groups/mlibrary2_0/ and umichigan.
facebook.com/group.php?gid=2825620230.

3. Aggregated RSS feed, www.lib.umich.
edu/lib20/uberfeed.html.

4. “Pre-Shelf Life of Library Materials,”
www.flickr.com/photos/alexis_medea
/sets/72157601347637401/.

5. Google Maps/Flickr mashup, www.lib.
umich.edu/labs/maps/index.html.

6. Thanks to the task force members: Laurie
Alexander (co-chair), Dave Carter (co-chair),
Suzanne Chapman, Robyn Cleveland, Bill
Dueber, Jake Glenn, Kat Hagedorn, Donna
Hayward, Susan Hollar, Scott Martin, and Julie
Weatherbee. #2

(“Challenging your students, ” continued from
page 213)

creative. Develop a contest that encourages
student creativity and that benefits your library
to the greatest extent possible.
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Note

1. Visit weblog.library.gatech.edu/news
/2007/12/11/flash-in-the-pan-winner/ to see
Georgia Tech Library’s Flash in the Pan 2007
winner. #2
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