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Project overview
▪ Purpose of the research
▪ Research methodology
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Robarts Library Oral 
History Project
▪ Project for the 50th anniversary of Robarts Library in 2023

▪ Conducted interviews in 2021 with 30 participants, including 
retired librarians, library staff, library administrators and other 
stakeholders

▪ Balance and add to the historical record of Robarts Library

▪ Shed light on how changes in technology impacted Robarts 
Library

▪ Realized that austerity may have been a bigger driver of change 
than technology 6



Research Methodology
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▪ Historical scholarship (limited!)

▪ Archival materials

▪ Oral history interviews



Presentation outline
1. Historical context

2. Robarts Library: Austerity and Technological Change 
in an Academic Library

3. Current context and implications
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Historical context 
Ontario and the University of Toronto

1.



Ontario 
Pre-1970--Social Democracy & Fordism

▪ Economic model, characterized by large-scale mass 
production and consumption

▪ Government involvement in regulating and maintaining the 
economy

▪ Huge expansion in public infrastructure 
▪ Welfare state
▪ Policies supported growth of large middle class
▪ Education policies focused on “social inclusion” (Sears & 

Cairns)
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Ontario 
Mid 1970's-Post-Fordism—neoliberal turn
▪ Neoliberalism

o Free markets, limited government intervention, 
and deregulation

▪ Impact of Ontario’s neoliberal government policies
o Labour disruptions and challenges– Decline of 

Canadian labour movement
o Focus on the market
o “Self-reliance”
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Ontario 
Impact of neoliberal policies on higher education

▪ End of education for education’s sake
▪ “Lean Education” (Sears & Cairns)– introduced by 

the Conservative government of Mike Harris
▪ Budgetary austerity- changes in funding models
▪ Increased enrolment but not funding
▪ Standardization, corporatization, marketization, 

and metrics
▪ Privatization– public/private partnerships
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University of Toronto  
Enrolment and Expansion

▪ National Conference of Canadian Universities, 1955
o Doubling present enrolment of 67,000 in 10 years

▪ University of Toronto' 'Plateau Committee', 1956
o Predicts higher increase at UofT than provincial or 

Canadian average
o Calls for prioritization of physical builds to 

accommodate students (residence, study space)

▪ President Claude Bissell, President 1958 - 1971
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University of Toronto:  
The Library System 

▪ Report of the Presidential Advisory 
Committee on the Planning for 
Future Library Facilities, 'The 
McLaughlin Report', 1959
o Library centralization 
o New library space 
o Automation and planning  
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“

The Committee therefore recommends that steps 
be taken to add to our library staff a person 
versed in the new techniques of storing and 
retrieving information...
- Report of the Presidential Advisory Committee on the Planning for 

Future Library Facilities, 'The McLaughlin Report', 1959
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“

It is a fact not unknown in the 
University that the building of a 
proper research library has been 
my obsessive concern since I 
returned to this University.
- Claude Bissell's 'Presidents Report for the 

year ended June 1966'
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Robarts Library
Austerity and Technological Change in an Academic Library

2.



“
Ian Lancashire (1942-2025): I think the library systems 
throughout the world have been shaken into doing 
things that were new, more than any other academic 
profession. And it's amazing that the librarians have 
survived....Librarians have been at the forefront in the 
University of this [technological] change; in their lives, in 
their buildings, we see the impact of this revolution, 
which is an equal to any revolution, that we have had as 
people, as human beings. The library has just done 
wonderfully, I think, in responding to this. 
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Surviving the cuts 
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▪ Budget cuts 
▪ Staff reductions through attrition & buy-outs
▪ Technological efficiency
▪ Expanded roles and increasing workload 
▪ Reallocation of resources



Surviving the cuts
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▪ Between 1975 and 1981, the library 
lost 21% of staff positions, despite 
increased library usage

▪ 1981-82 Budget Submission: 
o Library Operations Budget 

reduced
o Impact on Services
o Automation considerations 

Top: Annual Report of the Chief Librarian,1981  

Bottom: University Library Budget Submission,1981-82 

UTA A1985-0034/013(04)



Surviving the cuts
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▪ 1981: University Advisory Committee 
on the Library System, Subcommittee 
on Budget Priorities
o 'Budget Planning for the Eighties': 

▪ Survival at present level
▪ Survival with curtailment of 

services 

▪ Requests for reallocation to save 
automation goals University Library Budget Submission,1981-82 

[UTA A1985-0034/013(04)]



“
Carole Moore: The cause of the austerity was public 
funding was the majority of the university budget. So, 
[funding] either came from the province for education or 
from federal research grants. After huge increases in 
[funding in the] 60s, continuing cuts started right as 
Robarts was built by the provincial government. Then it 
became really drastic in the 90s, because it was more of 
a political view. And, so we had huge 
reductions. Tuitions, of course, are controlled as 
well. We had to be quite creative about seeking outside 
funding. And that was true at University of Toronto, but 
it was true pretty much all over the world. Seeking 
private donations, seeking grants. 24



“

Alfred Cheng: And the budgetary 
constraint at the time was real, it was 
so real, we're talking about 5%, if not 
more budget reduction every year. And 
we used the limited resources and 
started to migrate to digital. 
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“
Carole Moore: The university was very anxious, as 
were we, to avoid layoffs, because we’d avoided 
them all these years for the most part, and 
especially large-scale layoffs. So [the 
university] always set aside funds for retraining 
and for retirement packages and for exit 
packages for people who wanted to change... So 
the university, each time we had a major cut, 
which was almost every year, would have 
packages available and many people took them... 
During this period, we didn't technically lay 
people off. They voluntarily took exits.
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“

Alfred Cheng: We never laid anybody off. 
And I think that is a huge 
accomplishment. We only did it through 
attrition... And within that, there was 
reallocation of resources to the area 
where resources are needed.

27



Labour, austerity & technology

▪ Buy-outs and attrition

▪ Making up for loss of staffing with technology

▪ Labour's clout weakening due to reductions in the 
number of members and technology

▪ Retraining

▪ Hiring new people with needed/desirable skills

▪ Increased workload

▪ Parallel workflows (analogue and digital)
28



29

1964: Ontario 
University 
Presidents’ 
Research 
Committee

1969: Formation 
of LAUT and 
Certification of 
CUPE Local 1230 

1971: Exclusion 
from Governance 
structure

1974: 'Reference 
Revolution'

1974-1975: UTFA 
Membership

1975: CUPE 1230 
Strike 1

1978: Approval of 
Policies for 
Librarians 

1991: CUPE 1230 
Strike 2

Taken from: Sonne de Torrens, Harriet M. “Academic Librarianship: The Quest for Rights and Recognition at the 

University of Toronto.” In In Solidarity: Academic Librarian Labour Activism and Union Participation in Canada, edited by 

Jennifer Dekker and Mary Kandiuk, 81-106. Sacramento: Library Juice Press, 2014.



“

Gabriela Bravo: The staff were very affected by 
the technical change. The library went from 
having over 800 staff members, there was there 
a point when there were maybe 250. So, the 
staff in the Union showed clearly that this was 
going to be very difficult for them. And they 
staged a strike.
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“

Carole Moore: There were people who said we 
had too many staff and some people who said 
the staff didn't have enough to do. But I think 
that was more a question of not having the right 
skills for the changing times and not being able 
to quickly train everyone.
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“

Gabriela Bravo: One of the reasons, staff were 
unhappy, because they, they didn't feel that the 
introduction of all these automated services had 
been done with enough training for the staff. In 
general, there was resistance. So, they were very 
threatened by this.
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“

Terry Corriea: There was some discontent that 
technological improvements and efficiencies 
would take jobs away – or fear that it wouldn’t 
create any new jobs. But it certainly did. You 
know, it created more technology related jobs, 
people with different expertise, and I can't even 
name some of the new things that are going on in 
the library now.
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“ Gabriela Bravo: [The strike] was really a setback 
for the union, because we (the managers and 
librarians) ran the library. We did different jobs 
like circulation. We had to run the library with 
short hours, but we did it. So, when the staff came 
back, there was no chaos in the library. And we 
had all learned easily how to run this computerized 
services like holds and renewals, that before had 
all been done by different desks. [Before the 
strike] holds, renewals, and paying fines were all 
done by different staff at different desks. 
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“ Carole Moore: But some of our managers.. tried 
to keep the services going, including the 
cleaning services. My department had said, 
“Well, that was the time when we started 
working all the time.” Before [the strike] people 
would work certain number of hours, then 
they’d go home and that was that. You’d [take 
your] vacation. After that strike people really 
learned how to manage in different ways, and 
the managers started working a lot harder or 
more hours. 35



“

Patricia Bellamy: We had to keep our 
knowledge of all the traditional reference 
sources, the bibliographic instruction, 
collection development, and committee work 
[in addition to the new digital methods]. And 
it was difficult, and for some of us, it was 
impossible to let go of the traditional work. 
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Private & public partnerships

▪ Cross-unit university 
partnerships

▪ Corporate partnerships
▪ Private donors and fundraising 
▪ Grants from province or other 

governmental organizations  
(outside of regular funding)

37
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1985: IBM and UofT
partner to create the 
Centre for Computing in 
the Humanities, housed 
in Robarts Library 

1989-90: 
Mellon Foundation 
Grant (x2) for 
microfilming a 
preservation 

1990: Private donation 
from Dr. Cheng Yu-tung
for the completion of the 
East Asian Library in 
Robarts 

1993-94: Cadillac 
Fairview Corporation
provides financial 
assistance to create the 
new Teaching & Learning 
Resource Centre 

1997: Scotiabank gifts 
$2 million to expand 
Information Commons, 
the electronic services 
and resource centre

2008: Russell and 
Katherine Morrison 
donate $10,000,000 to 
the Renewal Plan
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“ Ian Lancashire (1942-2025): I founded the Center 
for Computing in the Humanities in 1985. And it 
was chosen to be sited on the 14th floor of 
Robarts library. This was an important 
development. It actually involved IBM Canada 
Limited, and the Center for Mechanical 
Engineering. In that faculty, all three of us were 
involved with the university in setting this up the 
center for computing and the humanities then 
was interested in introducing academics and the 
humanities to computing. 41



“

Carole Moore: Then we needed to raise more 
money for a more expanded service, that was 
the second stage [of the Information Commons 
on the first floor of Robarts Library]...We were 
successful in raising [funding] mainly from the 
Scotiabank...who at that point were interested 
in supporting technology.
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“
Carole Moore: From Scotiabank’s point of 
view, they weren’t seen as being leaders in 
new technology for users, and they wanted to 
be seen that way. They thought featuring 
student access would advance this goal. From 
their point of view, it was not an outrageous 
amount of money, because all the banks 
supported the universities in some ways.
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“

Carole Moore: When I was talking to Russell 
Morrison about the needs of the library, and 
what the future was--he’s a very future 
oriented person. He said, “Well, I think you 
should really get rid of all the books”....He said, 
“Everything will be electronic. But the students 
need space, and every government will shovel 
in as many students as they possibly can."
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“ Carole Moore: The plan for revitalization [of Robarts 
Library] was approved finally by the university and 
allowed for a phased development. Each phase was 
approved as funding was found. And the provincial 
funding was kind of a kickstart for us. This was a big 
issue; I think one that was at the centre, because there 
were a lot of other facilities and competition of all sorts 
of facilities on campus. But we did receive a 15 million 
dollar boost from the province for revitalization after 
making the point of how many external people from the 
whole province used Robarts, so we managed to scrape 
through that as well.
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“ Carole Moore: [Russell Morrison] was investing in 
students, and this wasn’t his generosity, but he 
thought this was just a good investment. I’ll just 
mention what he said briefly at [an] event.... "If you 
think the productivity of student is improved by 
10%, the return on investment is unbelievable.” So 
that I think was always his thinking, and as an 
investor he always said this in investment terms. I 
found that quite good because in making a case for 
libraries, we were often asked, “Well, what’s the 
return on investment in a library?” 46



Corporatization of the library

▪ Seeking efficiencies

▪ Using technology to create efficiencies

▪ Cost cutting

▪ Framing library worth as a "value proposition" or 
investment

▪ Looking at community members as consumers
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Other themes
▪ Changing services, including consolidation 

of services and libraries, and service 
reductions

▪ Changing role of librarians and how that 
contributed to the advancement of 
neoliberal goals within the university

▪ External pressure on libraries, including 
university-wide objectives
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1973: UTLAS 
suite of 
automation tools 
launched.

1975: Printed 
card catalogues 
converted to 
machine-readable 
form.

1976, Fall:
Introduction of 
Computer Output 
Microform (COM) 
catalogue.

1976: Instruction 
offered for online 
searching; users 
paid per minute 
fee.

1985: Centre for 
Computing the 
Humanities (CCH) 
opened in 
partnership with 
IBM.

1987: First online 
catalogue FELIX 
introduced.

1988: FELIX 
available at all 
libraries via dial-
up connection.

1990-1991: 
Expansion of 
electronic services; 
seven online 
periodical 
databases added
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1991: Medline 
introduced; 
largest 
installation in 
the world.

1992: DRA 
Catalogue/UTLi
nk introduced, 
replacing Felix.

1994: Online 
library services 
available on the 
World Wide 
Web.

1995: 
Information 
Commons 
opens at 
Robarts Library.

1997: 
Information 
Commons 
renamed 
Scotiabank 
Information 
Commons.

1999: New 
Media Suites 
opened in 
Information 
Commons.

2003: SIRSI 
library services 
platform 
launched.

2004: Online 
reference 
service 
LiveHelp 
developed, 
later known as 
Ask a Librarian.

2008: Library 
begins WiFi
rollout



Current context & implications
The AI disruption and intensification of neoliberal policies
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Current context 
▪ Budget and funding challenges

o Tuition freezes = hiring freezes
o 'Unprecedented times'
o Permanent austerity

▪ Impact of AI on the Library 
o University-wide and Library Admin expectations 

▪ Impact of AI on the Individual 
o Job security 
o Efficiency and workload/parallel workflows 
o Type of work/skills required 

52



Things we might expect 
to see based on the past
▪ Jobs eliminated or positions not replaced due to AI

▪ Potential labour action/unrest

▪ More library closures or mergers

▪ Service reductions

▪ Creation of new kinds of jobs (probably not enough to 
offset the losses)

▪ Merging of roles, expanding portfolios and workloads
53



Thanks!
Any questions?

You can find us at

▪ jesse.carliner@utoronto.ca
▪ t.klumpenhouwer@utoronto.ca

54Presentation template by SlidesCarnival
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