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Abstract 

This paper reports the findings to date of, the Electronic Serials in 
Public Libraries project- a British Library-funded research project 
which is assessing the impact of electronic serials in terms of the 
challenges and the opportunities they present. In public libraries, 
serials are frequently both an under-funded and an under-used 
resource, making them a prime target for cancellation when library 
budgets come under pressure. The project has examined the ways 
in which electronic serials might help to combat these factors. 

INTRODUCTION 

This paper is based on the findings of a research project "Electronic Serials in Public 
Libraries" (ESPL) and it addresses the broad conference theme "electronic publications and 
their role in public libraries". The research is set against a background of initiatives within the 
public library world, both in the UK and internationally, which are prompting for the 
expansion of networking in the public library system and for greater exploitation of electronic 
resources in public libraries. In recent months a number of key reports have been published 
which have placed electronic resources, including electronic serials, firmly on the agenda. 
Networking the public library has become a critical issue and there is a growing feeling 
within the profession that public libraries must consolidate, or perhaps reformulate, their 
traditional role in order to survive. 

Alongside professional developments, there is a growing awareness of, and interest in, 
electronic information among the general public. This has led to raised expectations and to 
increasing demands for networked information. High level connectivity will be necessary to 
ensure that public libraries forge and maintain a role for themselves in the Information 
Society. Public libraries need to tap into and fuel their users' interest by providing useful and 
relevant electronic resources. 

The ESPL project focuses on one particular type of electronic publication - the electronic 
serial. A major motivation for setting up the project was that there was seen to be a need for a 
full exploration into electronic serials formats and the ways in which they might offer 
opportunities to public libraries, both in terms of combating shrinking serials budgets and in 
terms of expanding and updating services. 

For the purposes of the ESPL project, the research team have adopted a specific definition of 
the term "serial". Here, "serial" refers to newspapers, magazines and e-zines. The reason for 
using this narrow definition is the desire to focus on those serial resources which are most 
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