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Whenever a discussion takes place de-
scribing the process of how informa-
tion professionals negotiate contracts 

with salespeople to buy goods and services, I 
am reminded of the classic Joni Mitchell song, 
“Both Sides Now.”  That tune became a big hit 
for Judy Collins when she sang, “I’ve looked 
at life from both sides now, from win and lose, 
and still somehow it’s life’s illusions I recall.  I 
really don’t know life at all.”  Of course, Joni’s 
song was not about the way in which vendors 
and information professionals negotiate terms of 
a purchase, but it should be common knowledge 
that in a negotiation, both sides need to have an 
understanding of what the other side may be 
thinking about because if both sides lack even a 
basic perception of what the other is contemplat-
ing, proposing, and hopefully accepting, then the 
final results may not be acceptable to either party.

The worlds of the vendor and the informa-
tion professional intersect many times during 
the course of a year.  Trade shows, product 
presentations, and on-site negotiations to buy a 
new product or renew a current one all serve to 
emphasize that there will always be a significant 
amount of time spent together.  When entering 
the inevitable negotiation, neither side can afford 
to buy or sell a product/service without some 
degree of prior preparation. 

What strategies will the vendor employ to ob-
tain the library’s business?  Will those strategies 
meld into the library’s objectives?  Are both sides 
in sync?  The road to unfulfilled results is littered 
with good intentions, poor execution of goals, 
and a significant amount of misinformation.  To 
achieve acceptable terms from the vendor, the 
librarian must be willing to invest the time to 
craft a careful course of preparation and strategic 
planning so that the library’s acquisitions needs 
are effectively met.

In a recent survey developed by Data-Planet 
for the 2014 Charleston Conference, a number 
of librarians were asked about their thoughts 
and experiences in dealing with and negotiating 
with vendors.  When asked “Do you have a 
documented set of objectives for each major 
negotiation?”  72% said they did not have a 
set of objectives when going into a negotiation 
with a vendor.  Having been on the sales side of 
the table for many years facing the information 
professional, I can categorically state that every 
vendor has a defined set of objectives when 
entering a serious negotiation with a library.  
Furthermore, those objectives change as the 
process becomes more defined and closer to 
resolution.  The library simply cannot walk into 
a vendor meeting without a clear set of objectives 
and planned strategy.

That same survey asked “How did you do in 
your most recent difficult negotiation?”  It was 
no surprise that 60% of the respondents said that 
they were not happy with the results and that 
in spite of this they renewed or purchased the 
product anyway.  Really?  The goal is for both 

sides to walk away from the table feeling that 
everyone’s objectives have been met.  If one side 
is unhappy, that means that one person’s goals 
were not met.  That should not be an acceptable 
outcome for either party.  

But when the survey asked if the librarian 
considered the vendor a “partner, competitor, 
or adversary” 71% of the respondents chose to 
consider the vendor as a partner.  That result 
was a bit puzzling because a partner should be 
working side by side with the other person to 
achieve a satisfactory result for both.  So, if the 
majority of the people polled did not think their 
last negotiation ended satisfactorily for them, 
how could they then say that they consider the 
vendor as a partner?  A person who is considered 
a partner in a business negotiation simply means 
that both sides are working towards a common 
goal whose results will benefit both.  It is incon-
gruous to say the vendor is a partner and then be 
mostly unsatisfied with the results of the most 
recent negotiation with that vendor.  

And so it goes on and on about both sides 
being on the same page and yet too many infor-
mation professionals go into vendor meetings 
without a list of objectives and no strategic plan 
to how to attain those objectives even though 
they know full well that the salesperson under 
the mandate of the company has examined, 
strategized, and role-played every aspect of the 
negotiation process with the library.

I had always thought that an integral part of 
the MLIS “real life” education involved teaching 
the students about dealing with vendors.  I found 
out that my supposition was incorrect when, in 
preparation for an article “Planning and Man-
aging A Sales Call” that I wrote for the March/
April 2012 edition of the SLA publication, 
Information Outlook, I researched the curricu-
lum of a number of library schools to see what 
courses were given to help prepare graduating 
library students in the fine art of negotiating 
with vendors.  After all, one inescapable fact 
that every practicing librarian knows is that a 
steady stream of vendors will ultimately beat a 
path to the library’s doorstep to attempt to sell 
any number of products and services.

Sadly, there were few, if any library schools 
that offered comprehensive courses on the topic 
of dealing with vendors.  I then decided to inter-
view some of my librarian friends to ascertain 
how they developed their skills in working with 
salespeople.  Overwhelmingly, the answer was 
that their skills were developed by on-the-job-
training and that at the outset of their careers, 
lack of negotiating skills training probably 
resulted in some deals for the library that were 
not as good as they would have liked them to be..

What all this tells you is that in the negoti-
ation process, the vendor seemingly holds all 
the cards.  After all, they have the products.  
They have also been schooled in the fine art of 
negotiation since it is a well-known fact that in-
formation industry companies spend significant 

amounts of money to 
train salespeople and 
company executives 
on how to successfully negotiate a license with 
a library and that the expectation is that the final 
terms of the deal will favor the vendor.  It is also 
known that certain databases are a necessity for 
libraries to acquire and that they are expected 
to have that particular information available for 
their patrons.  Just because the library has to buy 
resources related to specific data doesn’t mean 
that the library has to accept an unfavorable deal 
from a vendor.

So what does the library staff do to level the 
playing field when the vendor calls and asks 
for an appointment to present a product/service 
for the library’s consideration? The salesperson 
has determined through careful research that the 
library needs the product the company is touting.  
And the library’s objective is to select the right 
product for a reasonable price that likely will be 
used by the patrons of the library and will also 
be renewed the following year.  

It all comes down to a preparation and 
leverage for the information professional to 
begin to level that playing field.  In preparing 
for the salesperson’s visit, the first step is to ask 
for an agenda which will list the reasons for the 
salesperson coming to visit, whether anybody 
else from the company is planning to attend, 
as well and the date/time of the meeting.  Once 
that proposed agenda is sent, then it is up to the 
library to dictate terms of topics, confirmation 
of date/time, and acknowledge if more than one 
person from the library will be there.  So if the 
salesperson is planning to bring the Sales Man-
ger, the library may want to have the Director or 
another senior executive attend so as to counter 
that strategy by the vendor.

The next step is basic research.  The salesper-
son is coming next week to talk about their new 
Whiz Bang database.  To get a basic understand-
ing of the product to be discussed, a visit to the 
company Website to see what is written about 
Whiz Bang.  Next, check out product reviews 
in various journals.  And, best of all, use the 
network of fellow librarians to ascertain if any of 
your colleagues have had any experience using 
this product.  After this preparation, the library 
is now ready for the meeting.

The next step is to understand the landscape.  
According to the Outsell 2014 Information In-
dustry Outlook, the companies in our industry 
will generate $721 billion in revenue this year.  
Furthermore, there are a finite amount of libraries 
and a finite amount of companies selling goods 
and services to those libraries.  It’s a relatively 
limited universe that information companies 
have to sell their products.  Additionally, selling 
databases to libraries is a highly profitable busi-
ness, and since it is an annuity-based model, sub-
scriptions are renewed each year and as a result, 
the lifespan of a subscription-based product is 
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anywhere from five to seven years.  That means 
that a $10K sale to a University library usually 
translates into $50-$70K projection over a five- 
to seven-year time period because cancellations 
usually occur after a few years, if at all.

Therefore, vendors selling subscription- 
based products to libraries are usually willing to 
be receptive to granting discounts (when asked)  
because they know once the product is in the 
library, that it will probably be there for another 
five to seven years so that any initial discount 
is more than made up for in the later years of 
the subscriptions’ life cycle.  If it’s a renewal 
discussion and the vendor is coming in with 
a five-percent price increase over last year, it 
would be hard to believe that the vendor would 
walk away from a signed order if the library 
proposed a one-percent or a two-and-a-half-
percent price increases instead of the original 
price submission.  Moreover, a vendor seeking to 
displace the competitors’ product may be willing 
to grant a large discount to gain a foothold into 
the library.

A vendor is in business to satisfy the cus-
tomers by providing a high level of service with 
relevant products at a reasonable price.  Quite 
frankly, the vendor may balk at the library’s 
initial counter offer, but in the end, the vendor 
is there to do business and most of the time will 
not reject a reasonable counter offer.

All of which brings us to the concept of 
leverage.  It’s no secret that library budgets are 
shrinking, and with that reality the library must 
be judicious in their selection of materials for 
their users.  Aside from vendors with sole source 
offerings, the fact is that in a competitive envi-
ronment, two or three vendors will have similar 
content in their databases.  Sure, one vendors’ 
offerings may be better than the others, but that 
does not stop the library from suggesting that 
they believe that a better price for similar content 
may be obtained at the vendors’ arch competitor.  
Just sayin’…

Another example of leverage involves the 
payment of the product that probably will be the 
selected.  Given that funds for library purchases 
are in short supply, perhaps an extended payment 
plan might be accepted by the vendor.  Or maybe 
a negotiated cap on future price increases over 
the next three years of the life of the product may 
be an item placed for consideration on the table.  
Sometimes vendors will accept a 15-month sub-
scription for the price of 12 months.

It is a fact that in the world of libraries, ven-
dors are continually developing better databases 
for their customers.  Not a year goes by without 
a slew of vendors announcing new and better 
databases for sale.  Having been involved in 
many new product introductions, it would not 
be outside the realm of possibility to say that 
sometimes those new products combined with 
new platforms may not work as well as adver-
tised, much to the chagrin of the vendors.  In 
such cases as a vendor wanting the library to buy 

something new, the concept of making the library 
a beta site for three to six months at a nominal 
cost so as to test out the new offering may be 
met with approval since the vendor wants to get 
that new product in as many libraries as possible.  
Both sides prosper in this type of arrangement.

Libraries and vendors are in business to-
gether.  It makes perfect sense for both sides to 
respect one another, be prepared, and understand 
the landscape in which the goal is to create a 
“win-win” outcome for both.  
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