FACT SHEET
Establishing a Consortium of Health Libraries
Introduction
Library consortia have become increasingly common in recent years. Many have come into existence
primarily as a vehicle to obtain favourable pricing on licensed electronic resources, and this is often
the only context in which they may be considered. Some consortia have been in existence for many
years and offer a much wider range of services and benefits to their members. This fact sheet will
outline some of the benefits of establishing and belonging to a library consortium, and will suggest
questions that groups of libraries should ask themselves before starting their own consortium.
Terminology
Consortium: An agreement, combination or group (as of companies) formed to undertake an
enterprise beyond the resources of any one member.1
Consortia: The plural of consortium.
Consortial: Of or pertaining to a consortium, association, or union.2
Types of Library Consortia
Multi-type consortia have different types of library as members. For example a multi-type
might consist of public, academic and special library members or any combination thereof.
Homogeneous consortia have member libraries with the same or similar collections and
services (e.g. all medical libraries or all law libraries).
Consortia may be large or small.
Consortia can be formally constituted with by-laws, paid professional staff and centralized
services, or more informal with no staff or offices, and largely run by volunteers.
Selected Benefits of Library Consortia
The most important aspect of any consortium is that members can accomplish as a group much more
than a single member could accomplish on their own. Consortia can effectively reap the benefits of
the power of numbers and of collective endeavours. Some of the benefits typically enjoyed by
libraries that are members of consortia are:
Consortial license agreements that can provide significant savings for members.
Collection rationalization, where members cooperate to reduce duplication, among their
collections.
Union lists and catalogues created by library consortia for the benefit of their members and
the broader library community.
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Resource sharing agreements that permit free sharing of print resources among member
libraries. Many consortia have their own courier or delivery services to ensure prompt and
efficient sharing of print resources.
Bulk buying, vendor discounts and other economies of scale that save member libraries
money.
Advocacy by the group on behalf of all member libraries.
The provision of excellent professional development opportunities for staff of member
libraries. Group training on licensed resources is easily arranged.
Networking and formal sharing of expertise as an integral part of belonging to a consortium.
Possible Sources of Funding
Membership fees.
Grants and fundraising (more suitable for projects than for operating budgets).
In-kind. Members each take on certain responsibilities for the good of the group.
Is a Consortium Right for Your Group?
You need to ask a lot of questions – and answer them.
Why?
What benefits do you expect a consortium to provide?
What do you want to achieve by establishing a consortium?
What would the consortium’s vision be? Consortium members need to have a
common vision of the group’s purpose and goals. Some consortia are created
primarily as buying groups, while others have much more ambitious objectives
Is the vision shared by all potential members? If not, how will that be handled?
Who?
Which libraries wish to be members?
What will the criteria for membership be?
Will members be only one type of health library (e.g. only hospitals or only public health
departments), or different types (hospital, academic, public health, college, etc.)?
What level of commitment and support will be expected from each member or type of
member?
Is there a chance that some interested libraries will be left out?
Will the benefits of membership be distributed equitably among members?
Will you hire staff?
If so, what will the reporting structure be, how will salaries and benefits be
managed, where will the staff be located?
If not, and you rely exclusively on volunteers, how will you ensure that the work
will be equitably distributed and that it will get done?
How?
How will the consortium’s goals be determined?
How will it be governed? Will it be formally constituted or will it be an informal
arrangement?
How will you fund it? Where will the funding come from?
Are all potential members willing and able to pay?
Will differential fees be needed for different types of members?
How will fees be assessed?
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How will you ensure full participation?
How will you ensure effective communication among members?
How will disputes be handled?
How will vendor billings be managed?
How will license costs be apportioned to members?
Potential Pitfalls
There are a number of things that can scuttle a consortium even before it starts:
Lack of consensus or clarity regarding the consortium’s vision and goals.
Differing levels of commitment and collaboration from members.
Real or perceived inequities in the costs and benefits of membership.
Differing views or needs of different types of member libraries.
The People Factor
Ultimately, the establishment and success of a library consortium is all about the people involved. A
shared vision, a high level of cooperation and team work, and a commitment to making it work go a
long way to ensuring a consortium will meet everyone’s needs and expectations.
If you have a group that is seriously considering the formation of a consortium, you might consider
hiring a consultant to help with the assessment process. Even if you decide to do it on your own, the
most important piece of advice is: Consult, Consult and Consult! Ensure that all stakeholders are
involved and that their views are heard and respected.
Suggested Reading
Leishman, Joan, Helen Michael and Laurie Scott. “Partnerships for Progress: The Evolution and
Future of the Health Science Information Consortium of Toronto.” Contributed paper of the
Biomedical and Life Sciences Division, presented at the Special Libraries Association Conference,
Indianapolis, 1998.
Schlimgen, Joan, et al “Considering a Consortium? Practice advice to hospital librarians from the
Arizona Health Information Network (AZHIM)” Medical Reference Services Quarterly. 20 (3) Fall
2001.
Scott, Laurie. “Library consortia: beyond licensing.” Feliciter 2003; 49 (6).
Web Sites of Selected Canadian Health Libraries Consortia
Consortium of Ontario Academic Health Libraries: http://www.coahl.ca/
Health Knowledge Network (Alberta): http://www.hkn.ca/
Health Science Information Consortium of Toronto: http://www.library.utoronto.ca/hsict/
McGill Affiliated Health Sciences Library Consortium (Montréal):
http://www.health.library.mcgill.ca/other/consort.htm
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