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Questions of collection bias in library journal collections usually turn on a
left-right political contrast. This article presents another approach that dis-
tinguishes between corporate and non-corporate controlled publications.
Using this method, the catalog holdings of all Canadian academic libraries
were searched to determine the penetration of socio-political titles of
mainstream “corporate publishers” and those of “small publishers.” Cana-
dian academic libraries privilege, by a wide margin, mainstream titles
published by corporate entities, although some libraries have impressive
“small publisher” collections. This article also analyzed the availability of
mainstream and small publisher journals provided by ten popular elec-
tronic vendors. These vendors provide very low access to non-corporate
“small publisher” titles while covering 100% of surveyed mainstream
titles. The implications of such provision rates are examined from the per-
spective of the scholarly browsing process and the role of the university.

The question of bias in collection development procedures has, in the past five
years, become a matter of some interest in library literature. For instance, Harm-
eyer (1995) examined the holdings of pro-choice and pro-life books in California
public and academic libraries using a sample of eight books, four on either side of
the contentious abortion debate. On this controversial topic, where readily identi-
fiable positions on the right- and left-wing of the political spectrum are possible,
he found that the surveyed libraries were three times more likely to collect pro-
choice than pro-life books. He concluded that “academic and public librarians
appear to be involved in selection development processes that consciously or
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subconsciously discriminate against a conservative social/political perspective”
(p. 110).

Three other studies have dealt with possible collection development biases in
book and journal selection. Hupp (1991) surveyed the holdings of Ohio public,
academic, and special libraries using pre-formed lists of titles supplied by conser-
vative and liberal organizations. The 37 conservative titles appeared more
frequently than the 32 liberal titles—a result he suggests casts “doubt on
claims...that American libraries ignore publications supporting conservative
views” (p. 149). Another study by Hupp (1993) looked at journal holdings of Ohio
libraries. Here he developed a tripartite categorization of political opinion journals
that is almost numerically equivalent: (i) traditional conservative-rightist; (ii)
traditional liberal-leftist; and (iii) alternative perspective, defined as “expressing
the opinion of feminists, minority groups, gays and lesbians, the environmental
movement and other views outside the conservative-liberal spectrum” (p. 136).
Using these categories, he found that “mean holdings of titles for the three political
samples are nearly identical” (p. 150).

Houbeck (1992) made a concerted effort to identify an equal number of conser-
vative and liberal journals of opinion (30 each) and an equal number of so-called
core journals in both categories (10 each). Using a vendor-specific electronic
source that lists current journal holdings in academic libraries in the United States,
he determined that “in 1991 academic libraries bought nearly 73% more copies of
the titles from the liberal list than they did titles from the conservative list [and]
68% more copies of...core titles on the left than of their...counterparts on the
right” (pp. 108-109). Even when titles are indexed, he continues, “conservative
titles are acquired less frequently than their counterparts on the left, by about 5:3”
(p. 118). Admittedly, for indexed journals begun after 1955, liberal and conserva-
tive titles were being acquired “in nearly equal numbers,” and for those titles
begun in the period 1980-1990, “average and median subscriptions to indexed
conservative titles actually exceed...subscriptions to indexed liberal titles” (p.
118). Nevertheless, it is clear that when an overall picture of the situation is taken,
“there is a pronounced leftward tilt in academic journal holdings” (p. 121). This
lack of balanced acquisition, he notes, is detrimental to a civilized pluralism that is
one of the few major defenses against “intellectual savagery in all its forms” (p.
128).

What is common among all three studies is the tendency to try to compile numer-
ically equivalent lists of liberal and conservative publications. There has been
some criticism of this approach. For example, Pankake, Wittenborg, and Carpenter
(1995) took umbrage at the methodology employed by Harmeyer to select repre-
sentative titles dealing with abortion. They questioned whether numerical
equivalency of titles on each side of the issue was a true indication of a qualita-
tively balanced collection, strongly arguing that other factors, such as the
collection policies of individual libraries, the comprehensiveness or specificity of
a particular title, and the quality of accessible reviews of a particular book can
contribute to selection decisions. With respect to journals, another set of problems
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arises—that of subjectivity. The threefold division—conservative, liberal, and
alternative—employed by Hupp (1993) is a good example of the difficulties
encountered in this respect. Hupp’s statistics could change significantly were he to
partition the so-called alternative titles between his other two groupings. Should
most, or all, of these titles fall into one of the remaining categories, his conclusions
would most likely have to be revised. In addition, the desire for numerical equiva-
lency has pushed Hupp to fashion three approximately equal lists using artificial
categories that have the effect of ghettoizing feminist, gay, and environmental
thought outside a right-left continuum.

The problem of subjectivity is itself connected to an issue raised by Houbeck
(1992). Houbeck, basing his contentions on Katz (1989), suggests that journals
readily identifiable as liberal outnumber those that are readily identifiable as
conservative by more than a 2:1 margin. This singular phenomenon almost ensures
that libraries would hold, on a strictly numerical basis, more left-liberal titles than
right-conservative ones simply because there are more from which to choose. It
also ensures that, when equivalency lists are compiled, the more chronologically
well-established left-liberal titles are compared with more recent right-conserva-
tive titles, with the natural result that cash-strapped libraries hold more of the
former than of the latter. Apart from such considerations, the larger question of
objectively defining what criteria are to be used to judge the exact place of a partic-
ular journal or magazine on the socio-political spectrum remains unanswered. Just
as intriguing is the question of why such a stark difference in title counts exists in
the first place. Houbeck (1992) claims to be mystified by this circumstance, and
views the proliferation of left-leaning cultural and political journals as an indica-
tion that there is a vital and hugely influential liberal body of opinion that is over-
represented in the nation’s libraries.

Another approach, however, may be more illuminating. As Ohmann (1996)
shows, mainstream corporate-controlled magazines preserve a dominant socio-
political paradigm. Conversely, alternative “small publisher” journals are invari-
ably the creation of historically marginalized voices. These “small publisher”
magazines may feel, for various reasons, that the views of their constituencies are
under-represented in large-circulation mainstream publications owned by corpo-
rate entities. And because corporate-controlled publications have an extensive, at
times ubiquitous, market penetration, smaller independent publishers representing
diverse bodies of opinion may feel a pressing need to offer numerous alternative
fora to counteract the mammoth circulation advantage enjoyed by corporate
publishers.

Nevertheless, large-circulation mainstream publications are not included in
socio-political categories that make a distinction between the left and the right.
The resulting perception of neutrality helps to reduce attention to media corporati-
zation and its effects. Mainstream journals are primarily owned by vast vertically-
integrated conglomerates organized to maximize shareholder return and therefore
dependant on advertising revenue for a substantial portion of their income
(Bagdikian, 1992; Ward, 1995). Accordingly, they may be seen as upholders of a
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socio-political vision designed not to offend the interests and philosophy of the
business and governmental communities in which they operate (Gitlin, 1980;
Herman & Chomsky, 1988; Shoemaker & Reese, 1996). Thus, the left-right bifur-
cation of socio-political journals may be misplaced because it fails to make a
distinction between corporate for-profit publishing entities supporting a dominant
social paradigm and smaller, independent publishers, usually non-profits challeng-
ing the assumptions of the status-quo. Were such a corporate/non-corporate
distinction to be made, however, a different picture of library journal holdings may
emerge, a picture that would go beyond the hair-splitting involved in determining
the political allegiance of opinion journals to grapple with fundamental structural
issues of social control and hegemonic processes in contemporary print-based
media.

The purpose of this study, therefore, is to look at the state of academic library
collections of socio-political journals from the perspective of putblisher identity,
whether corporate or noncorporate. We focus on Canadian academic libraries.
This examination provides new data that may lead to re-thinking assumptions
about the perceived left-wing bias or neutrality of academic library journal collec-
tions as measured by their holdings of socio-political titles. It may provide a new
assessment tool for library collections of socio-political journals.

In addition, this study will report about availability through electronic delivery
of journals issued by “corporate publishers” and “small publishers.” Electronic
delivery is an important issue, since many libraries are finding it difficult to resist
the promise of instantaneous availability of full-text journals through various on-
line electronic intermediaries (Basch, 1996; Roes & Dijkstra, 1994; Rouse, 1997).
While Mancini (1996) has shown that traditional document suppliers are able to
fill some 76% of the total requests placed in the fields of science/tech-medicine,
social science/education, and business/marketing with an average 2-3 day fax-
turnaround time and an average cost per article of around US $15, it remains
unclear whether such a broad coverage rate will extend also to digital delivery for
journals providing an alternative socio-political perspective. To see what effect
electronic delivery systems have on the provision of “corporate publishers” and
“small publisher” socio-political titles, we analyze the lists of electronically-avail-
able journal titles available from document delivery vendors. As Kane (1997)
shows, there is a lively debate about whether libraries should have electronic
access or print ownership of their journal collections. This article adds another
dimension to this debate.

METHODOLOGY

Magazines were employed as the unit of analysis. One reason for this is that
Ohmann (1996) traces the formation of mass culture in the United States back to
the proliferation of a new type of national magazine containing large amounts of
advertising during the period 1890-1900. He painstakingly reveals how the values
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and beliefs of early capitalists penetrated and informed all aspects of these new
national magazines, especially their advertisements, quietly allowing readers, on a
monthly basis, to define themselves in relation to newly commodified standards.
Magazines thus have a rich history as the original vehicles of hegemonic meaning.
Academic library holdings of various magazines and journals, as well as their pres-
ence or absence in electronic databases, provide us with one measure of participa-
tion in hegemonic processes. We used the listings in The Canadian Index, Ulrich’s
International Periodicals Directory 1995-1996, the Canadian Magazine Cata-
logue(CMT) of the Canadian Magazine Publishers Association (which contains
annotated descriptions of member magazines), and the Alternative Press Index to
compile a list of Canadian-published magazines and journals containing articles of
a socio-political nature accessible to a general informed audience. We reviewed all
titles in these four sources and selected those that seemed to deal with socio-polit-
ical issues in Canada. We examined issues of each selected title to ensure that they
contained some socio-political content; in those few cases where the title was
unavailable, we relied on the annotated descriptions in the CMT. Journals and
magazines dealing solely with the fields of visual, performing, and literary arts
were excluded, as were topic-specific publications appealing to an exclusively
business (such as Canadian Banker), academic (such as the Canadian Journal of
Remote Sensing), or religious audience (such as Catholic Insight). Cooking, fash-
ion, and hobby magazines, as well as trade and association publications and news-
letters, were also not included. We identified a total of one-hundred and five
magazines and journals that dealt with socio-political concerns from a wide variety
of perspectives. (A complete list of these titles appears in the Appendix.)

We then used quantitative and readily replicable criteria to divide the publica-
tions on this list into the categories of “corporate publisher” and “small publisher.”
A journal title was deemed to be published by a corporate publisher if that
publisher, either directly or through majority-owned affiliated companies, also
published one or more other titles (magazines or newspapers) and if the title in
question was subject to an auditing of its circulation figures by a recognized audit-
ing agency such as the Audit Bureau of Circulations or the Print Measurement
Bureau. We based this definition in part on Compaine (1979), who suggests that
the criteria of two or more media outlets be used to define a corporate chain
publisher. In other words, a corporate publisher, on our definition, can theoreti-
cally publish just two titles if the specific title with which we are concerned is
audited for its circulation figures.

Audited circulation figures are a tool used by publications to convince advertis-
ers that their ads are reaching a guaranteed and demographically-identified
audience of interest to consumer goods manufacturers. This second criteria was
included to reflect the interconnection among advertising, a political ideology of
consumption, and the perpetuation of a capitalist social order, as identified, for
instance, by Ewen (1976) and Goldman (1992). The fact that a publication has an
audited circulation can therefore be considered a gauge of a publication’s interest
in earning a profit for its owners. Taken together, we felt that the circumstance that
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a publisher publishes multiple titles and has audited circulation for a specific title
is a fair operationalization of “corporate publisher.” The concept of “small
publisher” was operationalized as a publisher that publishes only one title. This
definition is also based on Compaine (1979), who defines an “independent” maga-
zine as one that is “published by firms that publish no other magazines” (p. 142).
Nine of the journals fell into the corporate-controlled category (see Table 7).
Ninety-six titles were categorized as “small publishers.”1 As confirmation that our
second operationalization of “corporate publisher” was valid, we examined the
1995 figures for advertising revenue and total revenue of Canadian magazines, as
provided by Masthead. Eight of the nine corporate titles appeared in the top
twenty-five list of Canadian publications as measured by advertising revenue.”
And, while the division of the 105 titles into categories of 9 and 96, respectively,
may initially appear unequal and might suggest that libraries are providing many
viewpoints that dissent from the dominant corporate culture, two factors should be
kept in mind. First, circulation figures, contained in Ulrich’s 1995-1996 edition
and Media Digest, 1996/1997 (Canadian Media Directors’ Council), show that the
nine mainstream corporate-owned magazines enjoyed total distribution of about
3.2 million copies, while the combined circulation of the 96 “small publisher”
titles is about 400,000 copies. By any standards, the cumulative impact in the
national consciousness of the 9 corporate-owned titles is profound and, at the very
least, equal to, if not greater than, the 96 “small publisher” titles despite their more
than ten-fold numerical advantage. In addition, we noted during our search of
university catalogs that there were multiple subscriptions by many institutions to
many of the “corporate publisher” titles. And although all multiple subscriptions
were treated, for purposes of this study, as a single subscription, the pattern of
multiple subscriptions for “corporate publisher” titles indicates the broad influ-
ence, over and above their small numerical presence, that these publications enjoy.
We then searched the catalogs of all Canadian academic libraries connected to
university-level institutions offering a large number of their courses in the English

' Titles such as The Next City or Gravitas were originally included in the “small publisher” list, but
were subsequently deleted because of the financial support that they receive from a corporate-
influenced foundation. As well, in January, 1997, three titles that were included in the “small
publisher” category—New Maritimes, Northern Woman Journal, and Vice Versa—ceased
publication because of a lack of funds.

2 Figures are from the Top 25 list contained in Masthead, 9 (March 1996), p. 22. In 1995,
Maclean’s ranks first with advertising revenue of $28.4 million and total revenue of $43.5 million.
Chatelaine rands 4th with avdertising revenue of $25.2 million and total revenue of $36.4 million.
Time Canada ranks 5th with avvertising of $14.97 million and total revenue of $31.7 million.
L’actualité ranks 10th, with ad revenue of $7.6 million and total revenue of $11.34 million. Report on
Business magazine is in 14th place with ad revenue and total revenue of $9.34 million. Canadian
Business follows in 17th place (ad—$5.9 million; total—$7.35 million). Saturday Night is 19th, with
ad revenue of $5.8 million and total revenues of $6.86 million. The Financial Post Magazine
achieves the 23rd ranking, with ad revenue of $5.28 million and total revenue figure of $6.69 million.
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and art/design universities were therefore not counted as their library holdings
would be mostly uni-dimensional. Predominantly French-language institutions in
Québec and New Brunswick were excluded because their holdings would natu-
rally be oriented toward French materials. The list of English-language
universities was derived from the Directory of Canadian Universities, 30th ed. and
was supplemented by the inclusion of newer institutions recently designated as
university-colleges. Sixty-four institutions thus defined became the basis of the
catalog search.® (A complete list of these libraries is presented in Table 3.) During
June-December, 1996, sixty-one of the library catalogs were searched electroni-
cally using the HYTELNET facility on the Internet <http://moondog.usask.ca> in
order to determine current and ongoing subscriptions for the list of 105 titles. Of
the three remaining universities whose catalogs were unavailable through remote
access at the time, one was partially searched by staff members on site. The hold-
ings of the remaining two libraries were searched during a personal visit by the
first author.*

Next we categorized the sixty-four institutions in five ways: (1) by type of insti-
tution—medical/doctoral, comprehensive, primarily undergraduate, affiliated,
special mission; (2) by geographic region; (3) by population size of surrounding
community; (4) by size of student population; and (5) the library’s total number of
periodical subscriptions. The medical/doctoral, comprehensive, and undergraduate
designations were defined as per the annual Maclean’s survey. Affiliated institu-
tions were those which had a statutory constituent relationship with an often
nearby medical/doctoral or comprehensive university. Special mission institutions,

3 After the data were collected for this study, OISE merged with the University of Toronto.

4 Personal visits were made to the Redeemer College library in Ancaster, Ontario, and to the
University of Nipissing Library in North Bay, Ontario. The authors would like to thank the librarians
and staff at these two institutions for their courteous and professional assistance. Thirty-seven items
were checked by the staff of the Trinity Western Library in Langley, British Columbia. Final figures
for Trinity Western were therefore based on estimates.































































