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W e live in complex, chal lenging 
times. In March 2020 a novel coro-

navirus called COVID-19 transformed our 
lives. Then, several months into shelter-
in-place orders for the virus, George 
Floyd was killed in police custody. For 
weeks we saw Black Lives Matter protests 
around the world demanding change. 
Floyd’s death inspired new, open discus-
sions about oppression, systemic racism, 
and the current and historical injustices 
faced by Black, Indigenous, and People 
of Color (BIPOC). 

For many of us this moment represents 
an incredible turn of events—an open-
ing of hearts, minds, and beliefs on a 
global scale. In only three months we’ve 
seen awakenings and calls for change 
with the potential of more lasting and 
sustainable change to policing than we 
have witnessed in a generation. Will this 
emerging consciousness also lead us to 
change what we believe about civil rights 
for all, the prison industrial complex, 
food insecurity, global climate change, 
and wealth inequality? 

The energy and focus that have shed 
light on racism, oppression, and inequal-
ity seem to have disrupted the kinds of 
change we once believed was possible 
in our society. Couldn’t this energy and 
newfound consciousness extend to our 
profession as well? How can we—indi-
vidual college and research librarians, 
archivists, and leaders, as well as those 

working for our information, knowledge, 
publishing, and scholarship vendors and 
companies—shed light on the seen and 
unseen mountains we face? Doesn’t our 
profession also have a clear obligation 
to navigate individual and organizational 
awakenings around race, class, and 
privilege, as well as the way we serve 
our institutions? If so, can we actively 
commit to working on a generational 
change that positions our profession well 
into the future? 

This may be the opportune moment 
to focus on creating a more welcom-
ing profession by becoming leaders in 
equity, diversity, and inclusion on our 
campuses. By the same token, this could 
be an opportunity to propose different 
approaches to the process, product, 
and price of scholarly communication. 
It could also be the right time to think 
long-term about scholarly communi-
cation overall and the daunting fiscal 
realities at our local institutions. Our 
institutions, our local and state munici-
palities, and our businesses large and 
small are like a family experiencing the 
effects of a global pandemic: we are all 
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trying to figure out our next steps. Could 
we also work on something equally big 
in our profession? I see incredibly steep 
mountains ahead but not impassible 
ones. At this unprecedented moment, if 
we focus only on what is in front of our 
noses, or try to return to what once was, 
we may miss the real opportunity that 
is presenting itself to rethink, redesign, 
and reimagine scholarly communication 
that not only leads the academy but also 
changes the world.

A call to action
Toward this purpose, I propose a three-
step, positive call to action for individ-
uals, for leaders of our organizations, 
and for creating new ways of working 
together. This call to action requires 
a deep, systemic change in thinking 
coupled with flexibility on the part of 
each one of us as we craft solutions; it 
asks more of current and future leaders 
within organizations across our college 
and research libraries; and it demands 
a new way to dialogue across our in-
formation industry to address the long-
term sustainability of scholarly commu-
nication.

First and foremost, this call to action 
focuses on each of us as individuals. 
If you are not a BIPOC, consider this 
a time to listen, be curious, remain 
humble, and stay open to learning un-
familiar ways of knowing. In Ibram X. 
Kendi’s award-winning book, How to be 
Anti-racist,1 the author argues that the 
foundations of racism do not emerge 
from ignorance and hate alone but also 
from self- interest—the kind of self-
interest that is so profoundly ingrained 
in economic, political, and cultural life 
that it may be hard for many of us to 
recognize or acknowledge it. All of us 
must do the necessary work, however, to 
unlearn our own deeply held beliefs and 
assumptions and to examine the actions 
that support all systems of oppression. In 
this moment, we have the opportunity, 

and indeed the obligation, to educate 
ourselves—to become more aware of 
our own self-interest and how that plays 
out in our families, our communities, our 
place of work. Black Lives Matter is just 
the beginning of that understanding. This 
moment also requires individuals to lean 
into discomfort, allowing vulnerability 
and empathy to be part of the process, 
as they work toward racial justice. And, 
yes, this is hard work.

The second call is for leadership to be 
present to the experience of people at 
all levels of college and research library 
organizations. Before the COVID-19 
pandemic, our lives were so busy and 
hectic that we barely had time to relax 
or spend quality time with our families, 
let alone think about ways to make the 
world a better place. Now, months into 
the pandemic without a horizon in sight, 
we’ve learned how to work remotely and 
find new ways to connect with friends 
and family via technology. 

Although we see no signs that the 
crisis will soon end, the coronavirus and 
social distancing have the potential to 
forever alter the ways we work, learn, 
and live. Leaders may now ask, How has 
the pandemic changed what we believe 
about the organizational culture we al-
ways thought was slow to change? If a 
culture is made up of what we believe, 
what do we now believe is possible in 
our organizations?

Third, as we consider individual 
and institutional actions in our rapidly 
changing environment, we must employ 
a new framework to more effectively 
dialogue both among ourselves and 
with outside vendors. Even before the 
pandemic, exciting conversations and 
thinking around open scholarship;2 new 
publishing ventures;3 and individual 
leaders, systems, and changes in the 
landscape of scholarly communication 
were all underway.4 Even more recently, 
transformational open access agreements 
have been announced.5 
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Ultimately, the outcome of this call to 
action must benefit all college and re-
search libraries across higher education, 
which means focusing on the hundreds of 
millions of dollars we spend currently for 
scholarship. As we move into the next five 
to ten years, there may be fewer higher 
education institutions. How will changes 
in the current environment be affecting 
scholarship then?6 Just as we witness 
stark economic disparities in our society, 
our ability to keep paying for access to 
scholarly articles will certainly affect the 
library, the institution, and future scholar-
ship, making current practices even more 
unsustainable. Borrowing from the field 
of law, the following example illustrates 
how this dialogue might occur.

Around 2015 I watched a documentary, 
The Decade of Discovery, by Joe Looby. 
On the surface this film is about electronic 
access to e-mail in a wrongful termination 
lawsuit. In the practice of law, the process 
of “discovery” happens when the prosecu-
tor provides the entire case, including all 
evidentiary findings, to the defense attor-
ney. The sharing that takes place between 
the prosecution and defense by means of 
discovery is understood to be essential 
to a just verdict. Unfortunately, over the 
years (and no one has pinpointed exactly 
when this happened), prosecutors had 
become disconnected from their role in 
discovery, and as a result the process be-
came quite contentious, time-consuming, 
and expensive. 

From the values taught in law school, 
there was a clear understanding that the 
practice of discovery had changed (albeit 
for the worse) and that this change had 
become part of the culture of practicing 
law. No one believed that the currently 
existing discovery process could budge, 
even though everyone (judges, pros-
ecutors, and defense attorneys) could 
see that discovery, as it was then being 
practiced, was not resulting in equal 
justice, yet they could not see their way 
through to making systematic, sustain-

able changes to what was then occurring 
in their profession.

What happened next has implications 
for a way forward for current practice 
in scholarly communication related to 
journal access and pricing. In order to ad-
dress the culture of discovery, Richard G. 
Brahman established the Sedona Confer-
ence. This conference, which took place 
in Sedona, Arizona, brought together 
judges, prosecutors, and defense attorneys 
to dialogue, not debate, a solution to the 
issue of discovery. Brahman realized that 
lawyers are trained to debate, but using 
the principals in The Magic of Dialogue: 
Transforming Conflict into Cooperation 
by Daniel Yankelovich,7 he created a 
seminar-style dialogue. This resulted in 
14 principles for transforming the culture 
of discovery. When these principles were 
presented at a professional law confer-
ence, the audience openly laughed at 
the notion of changing what had become 
so firmly established. While I imagine 
that this reaction was quite embarrass-
ing, Brahman and the other committed 
individuals were determined to change 
the culture of discovery. Yes, it was hard 
work, but eventually the culture changed 
for the benefit of justice.

I see similarities in our professions 
for a much-needed cultural change. I 
appreciate Brahman’s dialogue-centered 
leadership process, and I recognize his 
focused resolve to change the judicial cul-
ture around the issue of discovery. I find 
instructive and valuable the fact that not 
everyone at the Sedona Conference be-
lieved a big, sweeping, impactful change 
could even be accomplished. In fact, the 
conference leaders were initially laughed 
at by their peers. Can you imagine how 
halting that would be in our field? 

Conclusion
In our library profession we have been 
collectively isolated from one another 
and have accepted silence and fear for 
far too long. This unprecedented inflec-
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tion point—starting with a deadly virus 
that has changed our lives in count-
less ways, followed by protests in the 
streets, where a new generation has 
been calling out for racial justice—is es-
sentially about courage, the courage to 
change what no longer works. I believe 
we can and should take heart from this 
unprecedented moment and begin to 
stand up to the powerful forces in our 
own profession—to question, to argue, 
to disagree, and to plan a better way 
forward for all college and research li-
braries. For years we have experienced 
institutional change as a slow process, 
yet when we look at the societal chang-
es that have taken place in the larger 
society over the last several months, we 
can see that culture only changes when 
people are willing to alter their own be-
liefs and actions. 

College and research libraries have 
some steep mountains to climb as they 
seek to transform collection spending. In 
the face of such mountains, who among 
us is willing to work toward a new cul-
ture? Here is the hard truth that faces us: 
Outside of personnel budgets, library 
collections stand at the top of our spend-
ing. This is the case across all college 
and research libraries, as a result of our 
long-standing practice of buying back 
scholarship from vendors. Constructing 
and implementing a framework to ad-
dress this systemic cultural issue will not 
be easy, I assure you. In fact, we know 
these mountains well—they appear in 
economics, in promotion and tenure, and 
in what we believe is possible. I know, 
however, that we can and will reach the 
other side and be ready to conquer new 
challenges, if we are willing to do the 
work that matters for all of us.

Collectively as well as individually, 
we are smart, capable, and care deeply 
about the work we do. Let’s not look for 
or wait for perfection. Let’s not set the 
bar too low. We can start by acknowledg-
ing that we will make mistakes, but that 

is how people learn. We are experienc-
ing more change than we’ve seen in a 
generation. We have already adapted, 
and we know how to change. I believe 
that this moment of global transforma-
tion has arrived as a message to pay 
attention to the world we must now cre-
ate. For academic librarians, archivists, 
salespeople, leaders, vendors, and all 
partners that help us bring services to 
our respective college and research in-
stitutions in 2020 and beyond, my great 
hope is that, together, we never let fear 
stop us from trying to improve our pro-
fession, our culture, and our future. And, 
yes, it will be hard work. So, let’s begin.
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