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Use Sludies: A Seleclive Review

Noncy J. Butkovich

Librarians haoe conducted hund,reds of studies exploring oarious aspects of
collec-tion use i.n libraries. Most studies are of ioumal collectiorc in academic

method can be offsa bE the strenglh"s of the others, and a tnter picture of
ooerall use can then be obtained.

r
I-ribrarians have conducted hundreds of
studies exploring various aspects of collec-
tion use in libraries (Millson-Martula
1988). Most of the works reviewed in this
article are about studies,of journal collec-
tions in academic libraries; however, the
principles of conducting use studies are
generally applicable to other materials or
types of libraries. In its broadest sense,
use is deffned as "whether and./or how
often a book, periodical, or segment of the
collection is used" (Christiansen, Davis,
and Reed-Scott 1983, 434). In practice,
however, there is no agreement on what a
"use," (Broadus 1985a; Metz and Litch-
field 1988; Rice 1979) let alone "low use,"
really is; the definitions vary according to
local needs (Millson-Martula 1988).

A use study is any method of data re-
trieval that answers, or helps to answer,
basic questions regarding the acquisition,
storage, and retention of materials in the
collection. There are many different types
of use studies, andeach has certainstrengths
and wealnesses. Nonetheless, Iibrariarx
continue to conduct them in an effort to
manage various aspects of their collections.

In this paper, I will take the broadview
of what constifutes a use studv. I will re-
view a varietv of different methods that
have been discussed in the literature.
These include core lists and opinion sur-
veys, reshelving studies, patron observa-
tion, circulation stu&es, interlibrary loan
and other form-based requests, citation
analpes, and impact factors. The meas-
urement of non-use of collections will also
be examined. This paper will conclude
with a mock use study that applies many
of the different methods discussed in this
paper.

Use studies are conducted for avarietv
of reasons. One of the most common
given is to aid in deciding which serial
subscriptions could be cut (for example,
Alldredge 1983; Chrzastowski 1991;
Evans 1990; Milne and Tiffany 1991b;
Naylor 1990; Veenstra and wright 1988).
Other reasons include adding new titles
(Evans 1990), determining a need for du-
plicate subscriptions (Naylor 1990; Veen-
stra and Wright 1988), transferring mate-
rial to storage Iocations (Christiansen,
Davis, and Reed-Scott 1983; Fidlbrant
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1984; Harris 1977; Rice 1979; TaYlor
L976-1977;Veenstra and Wright t9A8) or
withdrawal of materials (Fiallbrant 1984;
Harris 1977; Rice 1979), and justiftcation
of previous serial cancellations (Bustion
and Treadwell 1990). Data may also be
used to determine which titles are essen-
tial, and the distribution of collection de-
velooment funds may be based on use
datal In addition, use studies can identily
who is using the collection as well as what
is being ,tJ"d (Chtittiansen, Davis, and
Reed-Scott 1983).

quantitative measures alone do not accu-
iatelv reflect use. "subiective factors, such as
*r^Lt6 or relerrance to the curriculum ' ' . "
(Millson-Martula 1988, 128) are also impor-
tant.

count, resulting in an underrep-orting of
actual use (Bro-adus 1985b; Na/or f9$;
Naylor 1994).

use. Instead, as was noted about reshelv-
ins studres, they measure some subset of
tofal use (Rice i979). Consequently, mul-

measure of iournal use other than one

derived from a local use study is of any

signi{icant practical value to librarians"
(1e78,315).

Use studres vary considerably in their
duration. Some circulation studies last

Flvnn (1979).'Some 
of the most common studies are

thev even out variations in use caused by
the'academic calendar (Milne and Tiffany
1991b; Naylor 1990; Schmidt, Davis, and

Iahr 1994).' 
Lirr" and Sandison warn that "ranked

Iists of crude 'uses' are valueless" (1975,

393). They state that librarians should
consider "hoo manY uses Per !w\(ar!
unit each journal prirvides -. . ' [a"d] ' ' '
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the urmber of luses per wit of slwlf space
. . . " (Line and Sandison 1975,393; italics
in original). Several authors have incorpo-
ratedior at least considered, one or bith
of these concepts in theirwork (for exam-
ple, Gossen and lrving 1995; Rice 1979;
Rooke 1990).

by Flynn (f979). Intuitively, however, this
seems logical, because smaller collections
would probably have a heavily-used core
colledfon and very few marginal titles. A

ConB Lrsrs eND OPTMoN Sunwvs

[from the British Library Lending Divi-
sion] shows that they are all high-status,
high-use, commonlyheld joumds" (1978,
313).

Within an academic institution there
are also core lists that have been prepared
internally and consist oflists oftitles con-
sidered io be essential for teaching or
research. These are generally produced

circulation data, the investigators found
that virtually the entire core list appeared
in one or the other of the two studies
(Schmidt, Davis, and Jahr 1994). Some-
times core list polls are included in ques-
tionnaires that'cover'all aspects of peri-
odical use of the libranf (Ambia 199I).

In otter cases faculty were presented
with a list of titles and asked to assign a
value measure to them (Bustion and
Treadwell 1990; Fjallbrant 1984; Naylor
1990). These studies generally conffrmed
that low-ranked titles on faculty surve)rs
were seldom used in reshelving studies
(Bustion and Treadwell 1990; Fjallbrant
1984). The authors ofone study also found
that there was very little correlation be-
tween the faculty-generated lists ofessen-
tid titles and th6 r6shelving data (Bustion
and Treadwell 1990).

taught on campus; whether the journal
waJindexed anli if the indexes were held

iudgment" (Bustion and Treadwell, 1990,
aS)I tn a study described by Broadus,
White concluded "that the sublective
iudements made bvlibrarians have in gen-
Lt"fbu"o correct in regard to what iub-
scriptions should be discontinueil
(Br6adus r985b,58).

Opinion studies produce results that
miehi b" of questio-nable value because
thJmotives oi the people producing the
lists are unknown. Also, various grouPs
DreDare lists in differentwavs. Therefore,
the^l"rnel of participation 6y individuals
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within a group is uneven (Swigger and
Wilkes 1991). Care should be taken that
the number of people surveyed is large
enough to produ-ce valid resulfs. The sarie

sidered, because users outside a given dis-
cipline could have different needs than
users within (Greene lgg3). Nonetheless,

RESHELvTNG Sruorps

Reshelving stu&es are popular for gather-
ing use data, and the use of both bound
and unboundjournals have been analyzed
using them (Chrzastowsh l99l; Milne
and Tiffany 1991b; Naylor 1990, 1993,
r994).

1990; Konopasek and O'Brien 1984; Nayl-
or 1990, f993, f994). The check-off
method requires patrons to tick off each
use of a volume or issue on some sort of
tally sheet or sticker attached to the covers
of the items being surveyed (Konopasek
and O'Brien 1984; Milne and Tiffany
1991a; Naylor 1993, 1994).

In some cases items were found that
had been misshelved or otherwise dis-
turbed. These were often included in
reshelving results (Alldredge 1983; Evans
1990; Konopasek and O'Brien 1984; Nay-
lor 1993), as were tides that had been used
for interlibrary loan (Evans f990; Fjall-
brant 1984).

Both methods have tieir weaknesses.
The sweep method requires an invest-
ment of sfaff time to retord the data. It
does not record use where patrons
reshelve the materials themselves (Naylor
1993, 1994). Depending on the local'cir-

cumstances this can be a signiftcant por-
tion of the total use. Tro reihelvine sird-
ies using the sweep method yieldid re-
sults representing only 20Vo-25Vo and,
407o respectively ofthe total use (Taylor
197L1977),while a third reported an av-
erage of 19 uses in which material was
reshelved by patrons for every item left
for librarv staff to reshelve. This under-
counting varied by discipline (Harris
1977). Still another noted that "In all cases
of use for less than ten minutes, the iour-
nal was reshelved [by the patron]"
(Wenger and Childress'1977, i94). Fi-
nally, this method does not take into ac-
count how patrons used the materials.'.Whether that happened because some-
one looked at the table ofcontents, read
one article, or read the whole issue re-
mains unknown" (Swigger and Wlkes
1991, 42).

In theorv the check-off method elimi-
nates, at least in part, tiese wealcnesses, in
that it puts the onus ofdata recordinq on
the pation instead of the library staff In
practice, however, users often did not re-
cord the use (Naylor 1993, 1994). Also,
patrons sometimes appeared to inflate use
by making multiple ticks for a single use
(Naylor 1994).

in studies of the same collection using
the two methods, the sweep method pro-
duced use levels at least 40Vo higher than
those obtained bv the check-off method
(Naylor 1993; Niylor 1994). In another
study, researchers checked reshelving
data obtained using the check-off method
and determined that the check-off
method underreported actual use by one
third (Milne and Tiffany I991a, 1991b).

NoN-Usr SruDrEs

Although reshelving studies usually regis-
ter use, they can also be used to measure
non-use of a collection.

Non-use studies are relativelv simple
to conduct (Alldredge 1983; Roo(e I9d0),
but they are susceptible to error. They do
not attempt to determine why a title is
seldom ,rsid. This method is either a yes-
it's-used or no-it's-not-used method; it
cannot accurately register multiple uses
or identi& how voluries are used (Rooke
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1990). It can, however, indicate whether
in-house materials were used and
reshelved by patrons (Harris 1977).

One such study utilized a variation of
the check-off method, with a sticker on
the cover of a current issue being
checked-off when it was reshelved
(Alldredge 1983). Other studies ad-
dressed non-use of bound journals. This
was often determined by markers inserted
into volumes in such a wav that anvone
using a given volume would be forced to
disturb the marker (Harris 1977; Rooke
1990; Taylor 1976-f977). Sauer studied
both "nonuse of current [journal] issues
and nonuse of bound volumes and micro-
fflms" (1990, 100). Over half of the titles
with unused current issues also had un-
used back runs.

To establish a control, higher use titles
are sometimes used (Rooke 1990; Taylor
1976-1977). In both studies, t"r"-"["ts
converted the raw data into an index nrim-
ber using equations that compensated for
different variables (Rooke 1990) or the
amount ofshelfspace needed to house the
title being surveyed (Taylor f97G1977).
Rooke ligured use data and the size of a
title's backftle into calculations that even-
tually generated a cost-per-use figure. Al-
though studies that approxjmate the den-
sity of use can be valuable, they can be
misleading because some titles can be
high use titles yet still have low densities
ofuse. Attempting to store or cancel these
titles can have serious imolications for the
patrons (Wenger and Childress 1977).

CrRcuLATtoN

Circulation studies are useful because
they can measure use, such as undeqgradu-
ate use, that might not be reflected in other
study techniques. They also can measure
what is actually being removed from the
library andwhich patron groups borrowthe
materials. Because the data are easv to ob-
tain and because factors influending the
data, such as time length and amount of
material used, can be controlled, the data
can be manipulated and analyzedin avariety
of differentwalrs (Christiansen, Davis, and
Reed-Scott 1983).

Circulation studies fall into several

broad categories. In one study, the author
looked at what was actually checked out
during a given time span (Chrzastowsh
1991). In some cases circulation figures
also included reshelving data (Schmidt,
Davis, and lahr 199a). Other authors ex-
amined the characteristics of everything
that was in circulation at a given time
(Metz and Litchlield 1988)" Still another
considered circulation history based on
the dates lhat items circulated. Taylor
considered anv title that met the criteria
set in his l5l5 birculation Rule as a candi-
date for remote storage. He delined this
rule as "all volumes of that title which
were published in the last lifteen years

[and that] have not been borrowed during
the last five years" (f976-1977, 38).

In comparing circulation statistics with
reshelving data, Metz and Litchffeld
(1988) found that circulation data re-
flected in-house use fairlv accuratelv. Oth-
ers took this analysis a step furthbr and
noted that circulation data also mirrored
interlibrary loan lending (Bulick, Sabor,
and Flvnn 1979). Neit[er variations in
time nor different methods of analysis ap-
peared to cause any maior flucfuation in
ih" dat" (Metz andLitchfield 1988), and
a correlation, which varied by subject,
seemed to exist between external circula-
tion and internal reshelving data (Harris
Le77).

Researchers at the Universitv of Pitts-
burgh were able to establish circulation
histories for monographs added to the col-
lection in the ffrst year ofthe study (Bul-
ick, Sabor, and Flynn 1979). Reshelving
datawas also used to check the circulation
data. They found enough correlation to
"concludethat in terms of whether or not
a book or monograph is ever used, it is
suflicient to examine the external patron
circulation data" (29).

Schad (1979), however, raised several
objections to the Pittsburgh study. In cri-
tiques relevant to circulation studies,
Schad argued that not all circulation trans-
actions are recorded in an electronic sys-
tem, and that books may be used without
being checked out. Christiansen, Davis,
and Reed-Scott (1983), made these same
observations in comments regarding cir-
culation studies in general.
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- Generalizing Schad's objections, circu-
lation studies measure past use; future use
might be quite differeit as research areas
change, and circulation based on instruc-
tional use will be radically different from
circulation based on rese'arch use (Schad
1979; Voigt 1979). In cases where date
due stamps are counted, undercounting
can ocrur when items are checked out oi
reshelved but are not stamped (Harris
Le77).

PAxroN OrsrnVerroxs

In either case the materials that they use,
whether monographs or serials, do not qet
included in use studies based on resheiv-
ing statistics.

One method for obtaining information
about materials reshelved 5y patrons is
the unobtrusive study. In this m;thod, pa-
trons are observed and the numbeiof
items they use are counted, while the pa-
tron remains unaware of tJre observer
(Bustion, Eltinge, and Harer 1992; Ross
r983).

Like all other methods of measuring
use, however, this too has its wealoessesl
The observers need training in what they
are to look for and how to interpret whit
they see. Another potential pioblem is
thal the observer ofien will b6 unable to
identi& speciftc titles being used, a prob-
lem that does not affect otFer methods of
determining use. Finally, cost is also a
factor. The unobtrusive observation
method is signilicandy more exDensive to
use than -a r6shelvingstudy (Bustion, El-
tinge, and Harer 1992). The results can be
worth t}e effort, however. Ross notedthat
each patron observed during that study
removed an average of 6.74 books and
reshelved an average of5.52 books (lg83).

Flyttn (f979) used an obtrusive

ing their use of the journals. Some prob-
lems were noted with this approach. In
some cases users refused to ai-swer some
suwey questions, In other cases the infor-
mation patrons provided did not ftt in the
categories on the forms. Also, some pa-
trons left before the observer could con-
duct the survey.

Crrerrox ANALYSIS AND
Iumcr Fecrons

Citation analysis is a method that analrzes
the characteiistics of references cite'd in
published literature. Although Broadus
(1985a) states thatcitation analysis is quite
useful and sufliciently accurate to rep'lace
local studies, seu"ti others remairi un-

Certainly citation studies based on an
entire citajtion index have well-docu-
mented problems. Some of the most ob-
vious are: only the fust author of a cited
work is listed; there is no authority control
for author or journal names; some titles
are so truncated as to be unusable; and

only journals are used to produce the
lournal Citations Report. Other formats,
which also contain citations to bodies of
work, are omitted (Scales 1976). There is
also a possibility that 'the citation rank-
ings in/CR are of more use forAmerican
than for British libraries, but . . . no {irm
conclusion of this sort can be drawn"
(Scales 1976, 2f). Citation patterns can
vary within sub;ect areas as fell as across
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subject boundaries. Time lag in various
stages of the publication cycle can also
influence citation data (Christiansen,
Davis, and Reed-Scott 1983).

On a more fundamental note, there are
problems inherent in the citations them-
selves. For instance, audtors commonly
use some types of materials that rarely get
cited (Schmidt, Davis, andJahrf gga), and
"It is possible that some authors cite irti-
cles theyhave neverread . . . . [Also,] fac-
ulty research interests may change, so past
citations of a journal may not predict fu-
ture use" (Swigger and Wilkes 199f , 44).

Different user populations may use the
same bodv of litei*rlre in different warn.
For example, McCain and Bobick com-
pared citations in faculty articles, student
dissertations, and "quali$ing briefs writ-
ten by second-year students entering the
Ph.D. program" (198f , 258). They found
that, even though dl three populations
were related to each other, there were
signiftcant differences in the way each
population used the same collection
(McCain and Bobick 1981).

An additional problem is that the
author may not have used a library copy,
even though the title is present on the
libraryshelves (SwiggerandWlkes l99l).
Also, libraries may not own everything
cited by their users (Schmidt, Davis, and
fahr 199a). Intuitively, one suspects that
this would not be truewith citation stu&es
of undergraduate papers, particularly be-
cause undergraduates often do not have
access to interlibrary Ioan facilities. In just
such a study, Magrill and St. Clair (1995)
made this assumption, because they saw
no evidence to the contrarv.

Nonetheless, citation itudies can be
quite useful if ttrese limitations are kept in
mind. In an academic setting, they can
identifr heavily used titles, provided that
-undergraduate use is not ordinarily
heavy, or if most users come from the
primary constituency of the library''
(Schmidt, Davis, and Iahr 1994, 63; un-
derlining in original). Even when using
online citation indexes, one can target that
"pnmry constituent'' by limiting the
study to users within a specific location or
zip code. Studies of online citation in-
dexes have been an integral part ofjoumal

collection development in the Physical
Sciences Library at Penn State for several
years. SCISEe,ifCff has also been suc--cessfullv 

used for local citation data by
working with the corporate source {ield
and then analyzing the citations appearing
in the articles retrieved (Green 1993).

Collection use by undergraduates is
not reflected in citation studies based on
the journal literature, yet undergraduates
constitute the largest patron population in
academic libraries. In an effort to under-
stand use patterns of this critically impor-
tant patron category Magill and St. Clair
(1995) did a citation analpis of under-
graduate papers from four academic insti-
tutions-two universities having an em-

nearly two-thirds ofthe references Iisted
by science undergraduates were tojournal
articles, while humanities undergraduates
used approximately the same percentage
of books. Social sciences students used
joumals at a slightly higher rate than hu-
manities students.

(Schmidt, Davis, and Jahr 1994, 47). Be-
cause it is based on a large body of litera-
ture cited bv authors from manv different
countries, the impact factor asiigned to a
particular publication reflects interna-
iional rathei than local impact. One com-
parison of impact factors with local use
data found that the correlation between
them was weak (Schmidt, Davis, and Jahr
re94).

INrpnr,rsnARv LoaN aND Orsrn
FoRM-BASED Mnrrroos

Several authors, such as Evans (1990),
have examined interlibrarv loan staUstics.
These data can provide valuable informa-
tion regarding the use of material that is
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not owned locallv (Ambia 1991; Chrzast-
owski 1991) as *!ll ar identi$ which local
holdings are lent to others outside the
instituEon (Chrzastowsh l99l ; Fjallbrant
1984). Gossen and Irving (1995) com-
pared data from a use study ofbound and-unbound 

iournals with data from an
ARI-/RLG interlibrarv loan cost-effec-

sions and are subject to coppight royalty
payments (Gossen urd Irving 1995; Nay-
lor 1990).

garding what is being borrowed from
6ther institutions. It is best, however, not

The same Ioqic holds tnre for extemal
document delivery data althouglr many
services allow patrons to order direcdy from
them. Becaus6, in these cases, the library is
not being used as an intermediary, the li-
brarv wiii have onlv a partial picture of the
infoimation being' re{uested t}rugh t}tis
medium. Christiansen, Daris, and Reed-

Other form-based data sets axe Poten-
tial sources of use information. Photo-

currently being studied at Penn State.

A IJEBARY ScpNirnro

The method or methods employed in any
eiven library at any given time ihould de-
iend otr th6 needs ofthe library and the
i"so,tt""t available for the study. As has
been stated earlier, each drfferent meas-
ure has its strengths andwealcresses, and
thev can qauqe different aspects ofcollec-
tiori use.Fuihermore, although they can
measure Past or current use, they cannot
measure iuture use, so use data should be
collected on a regular basis'

Ideally, diffeient methods should be
used in tindem. Consider the scenario of
a librarian in an academic setting who is

In this example, the librarian might
choose to searclithe SCISEARCH data-

ian might also choose to superimpose on
this annud process other use measures'
which could be conducted on a less fre-
quent basis.

For instance, a reshelving study using
the sweep method might be conducted.
Because 

'this 
method 

-does 
not consider

who was using the collection but onlywhat
was being uJed, some of the imbalance
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between user populations could be elimi-
nated. However, it still does not address
the users who reshelve their own material.
For this the librarian may decide to con-
duct a study of non-use of selected titles
to verily the reshelving data. This might
also be useful in the case oftitles that are
producing contradictory results in the dif-
ferent use studies. The librarian might
also opt to study the people browsing the
journal stacks. Although not as useful for
particular titles, this method can provide
a measure ofthe level ofundercounting in
other methods.

CoNCLUSToNS

Use studies can be conducted in a wide
variety of ways, and they can measure
dif{'erent aspects of the use of a collection.
Each method has its own particular
strengths and weaknesses. Unfortunately,
results obtained from use studies are
sometimes ignored, or if considered,
weighted so lightly as to be unimportant
(Millson-Martr-rla 1988). However, many
years of static or declining budgets com-
bined with increasing prices for both seri-
als and monographs require librarians to
use every means possible to justif budg-
ets. At the same time, costs of storing
collections are also rising. Libraries can no
Ionger afford to own everything, and low
use materials, however they are defined,
need to be identified.

This means that use studies become
very important sources of justiffcation
data. If a combination of methods are
used, their weaknesses can offset each
other, and a truer picture of overall use
might be obtained. A particular set of data
can become obsolete, however, because
the interests of the users are dynamic
rather than static. Therefore, it is impor-
tant to integrate use studies into the nor-
mal work Ilow of a library. By doing this,
the data will be available when needed.
and the Iibrarian can conlidently make
appropriate collection decisions.
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