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Allocating Book Funds: 

Control or Planning? 

Allocating book funds in academic libraries originated principally as a 
device to control powerful departments and prevent them from mo­
nopolizing funds. For this reason, present methods for apportioning 
book budgets often bear little relation to the needs of the collection. 
Identified or projected book needs are the only valid criteria for de­
termining the use of such funds. Utilizing new budgeting and biblio­
graphic techniques, academic librarians can approach allocation more 
objectively. This involves a three-step process by which planning and 
bibliographic research replace control and focus on the actual needs of 
the collection. 

ALLOCATING BOOK FUNDS by depart­
ment became common practice in aca­
demic libraries toward the end of the 
nineteenth century. This procedure orig-

4 inated primarily as a control device to 
prevent monopolization of book funds 
by particularly active or powerful mem­
bers of the teaching faculty. Before 
funds were apportioned, it was not un- -
known for the teaching faculty to fight 
over library money. It sometimes be­
came necessary to appoint committees 
to resolve these disputes. A solution fre­
quently adopted by these committees 
was to assign a definite sum to each de­
partment. In spite of hopes that this 
would reduce most of the animosity, 
complaints and challenges continued. In 
an attempt to defend their decisions, it 
became almost uniform practice for 
committees to base allocations on some 
form of historical data. Although each 
institution used somewhat different 
data, several factors were normally con-
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sidered by most colleges and universi­
ties. 

Book use as a measure of need was 
sometimes calculated simply and direct­
ly on the basis of circulation statistics by. 
department. However, because it was 
difficult to relate circulation to the vari­
ous departments, other data were more 
frequently used. For example, alloca­
tions were often based on the total num­
ber of credit hours registered for each • 
department, weighted by level (lower 
division, upper division, graduate), or 
the courses in each department were 
weighted on the basis of estimates of li­
brary dependence. Other institutions 
measured book use by the number of 
faculty members or the number of the- • 
ses, dissertations, and publications writ­
ten annually by the students and faculty 
of each department. 

The rate of publication was often tak­
en as an index of budgetary need. Each' 
year new publications were reviewed, 
and relevant titles were assigned to de­
partments. The number of books for 
each department times the average cost, 
established a percentage of the total 
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budget for each field. 
Attempts were often made to consider 

the needs of the collection. Evidence 
frequently cited included the number of 
unfilled requests on hand, expenditures 
for previous years, each department's 
percentage of the total collection, the 
number of new faculty members or new 
courses, as well as subjective judgments 
about the strengths and weaknesses of 
the collection. 

As imprecise as these factors were, 
they did help to make allocation more 
equitable. Discontent did not subside, 
however, and it was not until the thirties 
that the next advance was made. Those-­
years were marked by an increased in­
terest in statistics. Statistical techniques _ 
were utilized to devise a number of 
mathematical formulas for apportioning · 
book funds. They were based on various 
factors, each of which was assigned a 
numerical value. The sums of the factors 
for each department were added, and a 
percentage of the total became an index 
for each department's share of the budg­
et. Formulas were more impartial and, 
in that sense, they did represent a step 
forward. For this reason, library com­
mittees welcomed formulas. However, 
few librarians exhibited much enthusi­
asm for them because judgments about 
which factors were significant and their 
relative importance were still subjective 
ones. 

Since the development of formulas, 
procedures for allocating funds have 
changed very little, and all of them 
share two major defects: ( 1 ) the spe­
cific needs of the collection are seldom 
considered directly, and ( 2) attitudes of 
control are still dominant. Each depart­
ment's share of the budget is calculated 
from indirect evid-ence of need, which 
usually takes the form of a statistical 
summary of past expe:r:,ience. However, 
such experience is not necessarily a re­
liable guide to current or future needs. 
It is valuable only insofar as it is anal-

ogous to the present. Librarians and li­
brary committees have misused histori­
cal statistics by constructing what 
seemed to be reasonable budgets, but 
without analyzing or questioning the 
data or their relevance to the present. 
The second defect is equally serious. Be­
cause the major concern of library com­
mittees was to curb overambitious book 
selectors and prevent departments from 
getting more than their share o{ the 
budget, attitudes of control rather than ~ 
the needs of the collection dominated 
budgetary thinking. Therefore, the proc­
ess of allocation has not contributed to­
ward effective use of funds, and few li­
brarians have done anything to improve 
matters. What efforts have been made 
were normally limited to insuring a de­
gree of budgetary flexibility and library 
control by establishing funds for the pur­
chase of general books, reference books, 
periodicals, and perhaps current books, 
as well as reserve or contingency funds 
for special needs or purchases. The re­
maining funds were left to library com­
mittees to apportion as they saw fit. 

Many librarians recognized these de­
fects and also associated the process of 
apportioning funds with control of book 
selection by the teaching faculty. As a 
result, some rejected the whole idea of 
allocation.1 Nevertheless, allocation can 
play an important part in the process of 
collection building. The solution, there- """" 
fore, is not to reject allocation, but to re­
place traditional methods with an ap­
proach that is not dominated by the spe­
cial interests of the teaching faculty but 
focuses on the real needs of the collec­
tion. Until recently there has been no 
theoretical framework to assist librarians 
in developing such an approach. Two 
developments significantly altered this 
situation. The first involves the use of 
new concepts of budgeting that are 
gaining increased acceptance not only in 
business and government, but also in the 
academic world. In government, tech-



niques for allocating resources in limited 
supply during World War II provided a 
theoretical basis for further applications. 
In 1961 program budgeting was intro­
duced into the Department of Defense, . 
and in 1965 all departments of the fed­
eral government were directed to devel­
op similar budgeting procedures. 2 Pro-

., gram budgeting contrasts sharply with 
traditional budgeting, which focuses on 
objects of expenditures and is marked 
by attitudes of inertia and control. On 
the other hand, program budgeting is an 
objective-oriented, planning process by 
which available resources are organized 
to achieve specified goals. Because funds 
are seldom if ever adequate, financial 
implications of these goals must be con­
sidered. This involves assigning priori­
ties to the component parts of the plan. 
A time dimension may be required for 
projects that cannot be completed with­
in a single budgetary period. Programs 
must be under continuous review in or­
der to clarify needs, and to improve and 
refine the planning process. 

41 The second development involves the 
emergence of bibliographers, or librari­
ans specializing in collection building. 
Until recently college and university li­
brarians were not sufficiently involved 
in the affairs of the academic communi­
ties they served. Nor were they compe­
tent to assess the quality of library re­
sources. Therefore they were not able to 
contribute significantly toward defining 
needs or developing collections in their 
libraries. However, in the forties aca­
demic administrators became seriously 
worried about the seemingly endless fi­
nancial requirements of libraries and the 
acquisition of obsolete or little-used ma­
terial. Librarians began to recognize the 
importance of planning, and they real­
ized it was necessary to define the 
amount and character of the literature 
needed to support educational pro­
grams.3 At the same time, there was in­
creased pressure on the teaching faculty 

Allocating Book Funds I 157 

to publish. This caused them to devote 
more time to research and less time to 
activities such as book selection. In ad­
dition, library budgets began to grow 
more rapidly than ever before. All these 
factors forced academic librarians to as­
sume greater responsibility for collection 
building. A number of specialists 
emerged who gradually developed tech­
niques for systematically evaluating and 
developing collections. 

These new budgetary and biblio­
graphic concepts can be effectively com­
bined to produce a method of allocating 
that reflects the needs of the collection. 
A three-step process is involved: ( 1) 
formulating collecting goals; ( 2) identi­
fying specific needs; and ( 3) determin­
ing dollar requirements. 

The library's responsibility is similar 
to other schools and departments in that 
its collection must be designed to sup­
port educational objectives in the same 
way as specific degree programs and 
course offerings. Because educational 
goals determine library needs, librarians 
must be involved in campus-wide plan­
ning. They must translate the goals of 
the academic community into programs 
for developing library resources. The 
first step involves establishing the prop-• 
er level for each area of the collection. 
Although there are an infinite number 
of levels of collecting, they may be di­
vided roughly into four different cate­
gories: ( 1) a core collection of books, 
which all academic libraries should have 
regardless of their educational pro­
grams; ( 2) a collection to support un­
dergraduate instruction; ( 3) basic re­
search collections to support graduate 
programs; and ( 4) comprehensive re­
search collections to support advanced 
research. 

The appropriate level for each part of 
the collection can be established only 
after careful analysis of every significant 
factor bearing on library needs. Al­
though these may vary from institution 
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to institution, they are generally as fol­
lows: 

1. The nature of the instructional pro­
grams. The educational objectives, the 
type of students being trained, the de­
gree programs, as well as specific course 
offerings are all basic factors. Instruc­
tional methods are related to these, and 
they are perhaps the single most impor­
tant determinant of the nature and 
scope of library use. Programs that em­
phasize individual learning are heavily 
dependent on the library, whereas those 
that utilize the lecture-textbook method 
often make little or no use of the library. 

2. Research objectives. Most academ­
ic libraries are under considerable pres­
sure from the teaching faculty to sup­
port their research interests. Those with 
limited financial resources have often 
neglected undergraduate needs. Because 
of this many libraries have developed 
mediocre and unbalanced collections. Li­
braries that cannot maintain strong ba­
sic collections should not undertake to 
develop specialized holdings. Because 
only a few institutions can aspire to 
strong research collections in all fields, 
acquisition of research material must 
normally be limited. Decisions about 
which areas to support and whether to 
build basic or comprehensive research 
collections should be based on the over­
all objectives of the university, graduate 
degree programs, requirements of insti­
tutes and research bureaus, as well as 
the specific interests of individual mem­
bers of the teaching faculty and re­
search workers. The library must define 
areas of emphasis within each discipline 
and restrict acquisition of research ma­
terial to those fields. This insures the 
availability of sufficient material for re­
search purposes although the range of 
subjects is limited. 

3. Area resources. The existence and 

accessibility of comprehensive research 
collections can and should affect deci­
sions regarding acquisitions programs. 
Funds should not be used to duplicate 
expensive or infrequently used resources 
that are already easily accessible. 

Once needs have been evaluated and 
the appropriate level de;fined for each 
segment of the collection, the bibliogra­
pher must determine specific require- l 

ments for building or maintaining hold­
ings at the desired level. This informa­
tion is essential to any effective method 
for allocating funds. Identified or pro­
jected needs are the only valid criteria 
on which to base budgetary decisiop.s. 
Three steps are involved in the process 
of defining needs: ( 1 ) determining the 
relative importance of monographic, se­
rial, periodical and other material; ( 2 ) 
evaluating existing holdings for adequa­
cy; and ( 3) selecting specific titles. 

Ideally, all three steps can be accom­
plished at the same time by utilizing 
selective, authoritative bibliographies, 
which approximate the desired level of 
adequacy. By comparing the entries 
with existing holdings, the overall ade­
quacy of the collection is established 
and specific deficiencies are identified. 
Frequently, however, there is no single 
bibliographic source which is suitable. 
In such cases, the bibliographer ·must re­
ly either on a series of specialized bibli­
ographies or on a comprehensive bibli­
ography. Still other fields lack even these 
guides and the bibliographer must de­
pend on a variety of other sources such 
as national bibliographies, book catalogs, 
accessions lists, citations, review media, 
bookseller's catalogs, or studies dealing 
with the literature of the field being 
evaluated. 

The third step is to translate identi­
fied needs into specific dollar amounts, 
and to plan sufficiently far in advance to 
insure full consideration of financial re­
quirements. In developing cost data, two 
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sets of figures are necessary: ( 1) a basic 
allocation; and ( 2) an augmentation. 
The basic allocation reflects the sum 

• necessary to support or maintain the col­
lection at the desired level. This will in­
clude funds to purchase currently pub­
lished material4 and to fill in minor gaps. 
Figures for current books are calculated 
on the basis of the anticipated rate of 
publication and the projected unit costs. 
Funds in this category will remain fairly 
stable from year to year, adjusted to 
changes in the rate of publication and 
cost, or to modifications in the scope of 
collecting. The augmentation is intend-

~ ed to develop the collection to a level of 
adequacy by providing support for the 
purchase of titles identi£ed in systemat­
ic bibliographic surveys. In most aca­
demic libraries, the level of adequacy is 
continually changing in response to a 
variety of factors, such as new degree 
programs, course offerings, faculty mem­
bers, and research projects. Further­
more, increasingly detailed bibliograph­
ic research in each field will normally 
identify additional weaknesses. Cost es­
timates should reflect the percentage of 
titles that are in-print and out-of-print 
as well as the average price for each 
category. Often projects must be ex­
tended over a period of years owing to 
limi.ted budgetary support, or because 
substantial amounts of the titles are out­
of-print and cannot be obtained during 
a single budgetary period. Therefore, 
while the basic allocation remains rela­
tively stable, the augmentation fluctu­
ates considerably from year to year. 
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Funds are allocated for specific pur­
poses and, when one acquisitions pro­
gram has been completed, funds can be 
diverted to other projects. Projects in­
volving large amounts of out-of-print 
material are different in that a decreas­
ing ·number of titles can be located in 
the antiquarian market with each suc­
cessive year. In such cases, funds can be 
gradually reduced over a period of 
years. 

In summary, allocating book funds 
should not be a control device, nor a 
matter of campus politics, nor the re­
sult of well intentioned but ill-informed 
judgments about the nature of library 
resources needed to support instruction­
al programs. Nor is this simply a matter 
of objectivity as opposed to subjectivity, 
for complete objectivity in evaluating 
books and book needs is illusory. It is a 
matter of reducing as far as possible the 
degree of subjectivity that has tradition­
ally influenced the allocation of book 
funds. For this reason, allocation should 11 

be the result of academic and fiscal plan­
ning that expresses identified needs in 
terms of dollar costs. Assessments must 
be based on thorough bibliographic re­
search and continual evaluation of the 
collection. While it is easy in theory to 
define such an approach, it is hard to do 
in practice. Yet the . attempt is worth­
while. This approach alone forces the 
academic community-librarians, ad­
ministrators, and teaching faculty alike 
-to approach the use of library funds 
in terms of what must be provided in 
order to support educational programs. 

REFERENCES 

1. Harry Bach, "Why Allocate?" Library 
Resources & Technical Services 8:161-
65 (Spring 1964). 

2. Charles J. Hitch, "Program Budgeting," 
Datamation 13:37-40 (Sept. 1967). 

3. John D. Millett, Financing Higher Ed­
ucation in the United States (New 
York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1952), pp. 
122-23; Herman H. Fussier, "Acquisition 

Policy; A Symposium: The Larger Uni­
versity Library," College & Research Li­
braries 14: 364 (Oct. 1953) . 

4. In cases of libraries that have separate 
funds for new imprints, the basic allo­
cation serves to maintain the retrospec­
tive collection and to purchase titles not 
identified during the current period. 




