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A Practical Journal Usage Technique

A practical journal usage technique is currently being employed at the Case
Western Reserve University Libraries. This technique can be used in a wide
variety of libraries, with extensive collections, for an indefinite period of
time and with minimal expense. The associated study yields relevant man-
agement information from a straightforward analysis. The fundamental re-
sult of the study is a stable segregation of the collection into two compo-
nents, those volumes and titles that are used and those that are not used. A
technique for rating the relative liability of the unused titles is also pro-

vided.

IN RECENT YEARS the increasing cost of
journal subscriptions and the rapid growth
of the journal literature have had a sig-
nificant impact on the stable or declining
budgets and fixed space of many academic
libraries.! These circumstances have created
the need for more cost-conscious manage-
ment of the journal literature collection in
major academic libraries. Improved man-
agement of the collection can be facilitated
by knowledge of how the use of the collec-
tion is distributed over the individual titles.

Unfortunately, it is difficult and expensive
to monitor the use of large collections on an
ongoing basis, particularly when no record
of use is generated by standard procedures,
such as circulation records. The technique
described below provides a simple, inex-
pensive way to obtain the necessary man-
agement information for an indefinite period
of time.
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BACKGROUND

There have been numerous journal usage
studies reported in the literature. These
studies have addressed such issues as:

1. which titles should be added to the col-
lection;

2. which titles might be canceled, dis-
carded, or stored;

3. which titles might be bound in a less
expensive manner, or not at all; and

4. which titles might be converted to mi-
croform.

The data required to support decisions in
the above areas have been taken from a va-
riety of sources including: citation analy-
ses, 28 interlibrary loan requests,® photocopy
requests,”® questionnaires,? loan slips,!?
shelving statistics,'*"!® and other internal
measures,

While the origin of the data varies, there
are several characteristics that are fre-
quently observed in these studies.

1. The data are collected during a limited
time period, e.g., four months or one
semester.

2. The studies frequently occur in special
libraries or otherwise limited collections,
especially scientific and medical collections.

3. The results of the studies are customar-
ily expressed as a ranking of titles based on
the relative, absolute (not normalized) fre-
quency of use.!* The same measure is gen-
erally employed to show how the use varies
as a function of volume age.
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Studies in which the data are derived and
analyzed in the general manner described
above are defined here as utilizing the tra-
ditional journal usage technique.

DISCUSSION OF THE
TRADITIONAL JOURNAL USAGE TECHNIQUE

The three characteristics that the tra-
ditional studies frequently share possess in-
herent disadvantages.

First, it is difficult to determine how long
such a study should be conducted before re-
liable results can be obtained. While a re-
cent study has shown that the majority of
low-use titles can be identified in a rela-
tively short period of time,5 such results do
not diminish the need for long-term studies.

There are two reasons for this:

1. It cannot be assumed that the same
limited time period will identify the same
percentage of those titles with a given use
characteristic in all libraries. Consequently,
each library will have to determine this
time period independently until or unless it
can be shown repeatedly that the same time
period has the same meaning in a large
number of libraries.

2. Neither the library nor the environ-
ment in which it operates is static. Man-
agement decisions can affect the usage pat-
tern in such a way that other studies might
be required. Clearly, new titles are added
to collections (even these days), and it
would be desirable to begin assessing their
use immediately. Moreover, changes in the
curriculum or the clientele can influence
the demands placed on an academic library.

In addition to these uncertainties, it is
not clear how far into the future the results
of a study conducted over a limited time
period can be meaningfully used as a man-
agement tool.

Second, the results derived from small,
specialized collections do not lend them-
selves to generalizations that may be
adopted by large academic and research li-
braries. The attention to scientific and med-
ical collections provides little data applicable
to diverse collections which include hold-
ings in the humanities and social sciences.

The issue here is actually more funda-
mental. Library managers must make deci-
sions that require title-by-title distinctions.
It is unlikely that decisions of this type,

however scientifically motivated, could be
universally adopted, even by similar librar-
ies. The fact that a title is not used in li-
brary A is no guarantee that it is of no use
to library B. Since generalizable results are
not likely to be produced, a generalizable
technique is a more reasonable objective.

Finally, the data generation, collection,
and analysis phases of the traditional
frequency-of-use study are typically cum-
bersome, labor-intensive, and expensive
exercises. The associated ranking analysis
seeks to distinguish between the relative
number of uses experienced by the indi-
vidual titles but provides no simple measure
for the performance of the collection. The
most common summary statistic reported in
the literature gives the percentage of the
collection that generates some percentage of
the uses, the 20/80 syndrome.

This is an interesting statistic, but it does
not allow a library to monitor its journal
performance as a function of time; nor does
it allow two libraries to compare their rela-
tive performance. Moreover, it is hardly
useful for the library manager to know that
title A has been used 150 times and title B
has been used 15 times, during some lim-
ited time period, when a substantial propor-
tion of the collection generates no use dur-
ing an extended time period. The traditional
journal study may generate substantial
quantities of data that are of doubtful practi-
cal utility.1®

It is clear that it would be desirable to
have a technique which could be used in
large collections, for an indefinite period of
time, with minimal expense, and which
would yield relevant management informa-
tion from a straightforward analysis. A prac-
tical journal usage technique is currently
being employed at the Case Western Re-
serve University (CWRU) Libraries that
possesses these useful characteristics.

DESCRIPTION OF
THE CWRU STUDY

The CWRU study is restricted to the
bound journal volumes which the users are
encouraged not to reshelve. The use data
are generated by simply applying a small,
pressure-sensitive label to the spine of a
volume the first time it is reshelved by li-
library personnel. A tagged volume is re-
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shelved with no further action. Thus at any
given time the tagged volumes represent
those that have been used at least once
since the study began.

Current issues may be included if the tag
is affixed adjacent to the title label on the
shelf, i.e., by tagging the shelf not the jour-
nal issue. These tags indicate whether or
not the current issues of journal titles are
used. The data are collected periodically by
counting the total number (or an appro-
priate sample) of volumes and titles and
those that have been tagged.

The associated analysis simply requires
computing the cumulative fraction of vol-
umes and titles that have been used during
progressively expanding time periods. A
similar technique has been used as a weed-
ing criterion for monographs in a public
library.17

The cumulative fraction of bound volumes
and/or titles used in expanding time periods
can serve as a simple measure of perfor-
mance for the journal collection. This meas-
ure would be expected to increase rapidly at
first, then more slowly, approaching a con-
stant fraction as time progresses. When the
constant fraction condition is reached, there
is a high probability that those volumes or
titles that have not been used will not ex-
perience significant use in the foreseeable
future.

The fundamental result of this study is,
then, a stable segregation of the journal lit-
erature collection into two categories: (1)
those volumes and titles that are used and
(2) those that are not used. Thus decisions
regarding the disposition of volumes or ti-
tles can be made with confidence that they
will stand the test of time. Moreover, when
the constant fraction condition is reached,
the shelvers would be applying labels in-
frequently. Consequently, the procedural
costs, in terms of the time required to up-
date the data, diminish as time progresses.

RESULTS OF THE CWRU STUDY

The CWRU Libraries are composed of
two major libraries (Freiberger and Sears)
and their satellites. The Freiberger Library
contains materials in the humanities, social
sciences, and behavioral sciences. The Sears
Library contains materials in the sciences,
engineering, management, and economics.

The results reported here were derived
from the public access areas (not storage),
which for Freiberger include approximately
2,700 titles and 59,000 volumes and which
for Sears include approximately 1,600 titles
and 24,000 volumes.

The current study of the journal literature
collection of the two libraries was begun in
October 1975. Data have been collected and
analyzed periodically since that time. Figure
1 gives the cumulative fraction of volumes
and titles used as a function of time for the
two libraries. The results associated with
the Sears collection are different from those
associated with the Freiberger collection in
terms of overall use and in terms of the
tendency toward the constant fraction condi-
tion.

The lower overall utilization of the
Freiberger collection has been influenced
by the fact that a substantial portion of the
journal titles were classified and shelved
among the monographs. The classified titles
showed relatively little use compared to the
majority of the collection, which is arranged
alphabetically by title. The existence and lo-
cation of these classified titles were proba-
bly not apparent to all users. Many of these
titles were declassified and integrated into
the main collection during the course of this
study. Currently, the use of these titles is
comparable to that of the rest of the collec-
tion. This event demonstrates how a man-
agement decision can affect the use of the
collection.

The tendency toward the constant fraction
condition has been distorted by an unusual
event at the Sears Library. The Sears curve
for titles shows an anomalous increase be-
tween the eighth and the twelfth month.
This increase is due indirectly to a flood of
the first floor of that library in August 1975.
The first floor contained many older vol-
umes of important titles. In the aftermath of
this event, it was determined that no jour-
nal titles would be housed in this area and
that a selected group would be shelved in
the main collection on the second floor.

In order to provide space for the selected
items and other additions to the collection
some volumes and titles had to be moved to
storage. Those items moved to storage
showed little or no use in a previous tra-
ditional study and the current study. Dur-
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Fig. 1
Cumulative Percent of Volumes and Titles Used as a Function of Time—Freiberger and Sears Libraries

ing the above interval many of the unused
volumes and titles had been removed, but
no “new” items had taken their place. Con-
sequently, the denominator of the fraction
for both volumes and titles had been re-
duced while the numerator remained essen-
tially the same.

As a result, the fraction of titles used was
noticeably increased. This event provides a
graphic illustration of how the environment
can affect a journal usage study. One can
certainly identify other external events with
a greater likelihood of occurrence.

The Freiberger title curve shows a level-
ing tendency over the same interval that the
Sears title curve shows the sudden increase.
This is the more expected result since the
period between the eighth and the twelfth
month includes the summer session (June,
July, and August), during which the use

_ diminishes significantly.
The most striking feature of the analysis

to date is the small fraction of volumes and
titles that have been used in the two librar-
ies. At the Sears Library about 35 percent
of the volumes and about 77 percent of the
titles generate use. At the Freiberger Li-
brary about 22 percent of the volumes and
about 58 percent of the titles generate use.

These results indicate that over 61,000
volumes and 1,500 titles have generated no
use during the course of this study. The
stability of the curves suggests that few of
these volumes and titles will begin to gen-
erate use in the foreseeable future. Con-
sequently, these unused items represent a
substantial resource from the viewpoint of
identifying candidates for cancellation, stor-
age, conversion to microform, or redistribu-
tion within a consortium.

ASSESSING THE RELATIVE
LI1ABILITY OF UNUSED TITLES

While zero use must be considered a sig-
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nificant factor, it cannot serve as the exclu-
sive justification for subscription cancellation
or other access-limiting decisions. Zero use
may be considered the necessary but not
sufficient cause for subscription cancellation.
Internal approval of the associated faculty,
collection development staff, and reference
staff should also be sought in order to en-
sure that the intellectual integrity of the col-
lection is preserved.

The number of unused titles that must be
subjected to these additional criteria may be
substantial, as seen above. Consequently, it
is appropriate to have a systematic method
to deal with them. This can be accom-
plished by ranking these titles according to
the total cost of maintaining each of them.

The total yearly maintenance cost for each
unused title may be computed by summing
the yearly subscription cost (S), the yearly
binding cost (B), and the yearly storage cost
(C). While the first of these costs may be
determined directly, the latter two require
some indirect computation. In order to
determine the yearly binding cost, the
number of times each title is bound per
year and the average cost of binding a jour-
nal volume are required.

The average binding cost should include
the average fee paid to the binder plus an
average value for the sum of all internal
costs attendant to the journal binding effort
of the library. For each title the product of
the number of times it is bound per year
times the average binding cost per volume
yields the yearly binding cost (B) for that
title.

In order to determine the yearly storage
cost three factors are required: (1) the
yearly maintenance cost per square foot of
the library, (2) the area occupied by the av-
erage range containing journal volumes, and
(3) the average number of shelving feet per
range. The yearly cost per linear foot of
space devoted to journal volumes is then (1)
times (2) divided by (3). Thus for each title
the product of the number of linear feet it
occupies times the yearly cost per linear
foot devoted to journal volumes yields the
storage cost (S) for that title.

The total yearly cost (T) of maintaining
each unused title may be computed by T =
S + B + C. The unused titles may be
ranked according to (T), where the title with

the greatest (T) possesses the greatest liabil-
ity (in terms of expense) to the library. The
appropriate procedure, then, is to identify
the first title on the ranked list and to work
systematically toward the last title.

Libraries can expect to achieve a substan-
tial savings in dollars and space by address-
ing the unused portion of the collection.
Moreover, the associated decisions can be
made with confidence that they will gener-
ate minimal frustration among the library’s
clientele.

CONCLUSION

The CWRU study provides current use
data on a title-by-title basis that may be re-
trieved by visual inspection of the ranges
containing bound journal volumes and is-
sues, Items that are not used during long
periods of time, due to age or lack of sub-
ject relevance, may be easily identified. The
unused titles may be investigated systemat-
ically in order to achieve the greatest return
for the least expenditure of time and effort.

Since the technique reported here can be
adopted by a wide variety of libraries, it can
contribute to the cost-effective management
of the journal resources of a consortium, by
ensuring that the individual libraries do not
cancel titles that are used locally. This is
important since lower subscription costs in
an individual library could be achieved at
the expense of escalating interlibrary loan
expenditures for the other associated librar-
ies.

The CWRU Libraries are members of a
consortium of North East Ohio Major
Academic Libraries (NEOMAL) that is mak-
ing use of this technique to aid in the
cooperative management of its journal re-
sources. 18
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