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Notes on Operations

Library gifts-in-kind are a mixed blessing: their potential utility must be weighed 
against the resources required to add them to a collection. Understanding the 
value such materials can bring to the library is essential. In academic libraries, 
donations from faculty members may be assumed to be more appropriate and 
useful additions to the collection. This evaluation used multiple methods to assess 
the value of several hundred gift books donated by a professor in support of the 
Spanish program at Concordia University. Parameters examined include age, 
language, subjects and their relation to the curriculum, usage, and availability 
in other libraries.

The value of gift materials to a library is not a given: their worth to the insti-
tution should be assessed before a decision is made to accept them. In an 

era where physical collections in general are increasingly under scrutiny for their 
utility in all types of libraries, donated items should be subject to a similar level 
of evaluation. Such assessment usually begins when materials are first offered 
to a library. Library gift policies can prevent donations of unsuitable materials 
or ensure that the library is not obligated to keep donated items.1 For academic 
libraries, it is fairly simple to specify what types of material will not be accepted, 
such as textbooks, popular fiction, and magazines and journals. Many gifts-in-
kind, though, are less easily categorized as appropriate. While some will prove 
to be desirable and useful supplements to the library’s own purchases, others 
are less useful due to factors such as age, audience level, format, duplication of 
existing holdings, language, subject areas, and alignment with the organization’s 
needs and collection development strategy. It is not always straightforward to 
determine the potential value of gifts to an institution at the time of donation.

A particular source of gifts-in-kind in academic libraries is donations made 
by faculty members, both current and retired. Given the importance of main-
taining good relationships with faculty, such gifts may require tactful negotiation 
and communication of gift policies to ensure that only materials that fall within 
the scope of library collections and are in appropriate formats and condition are 
accepted. However, gifts from faculty that do meet such conditions may well fill 
gaps and contribute useful works to the library, due to their subject expertise 
and understanding of curricular and research needs. At Concordia University, 
many faculty members periodically donate materials to the library. This inquiry 
has been undertaken to evaluate a large quantity of book donations made over 
a number of years by an individual faculty member from the Spanish program, 
with the goal of determining the value of these gifts to the institution, using 
multiple assessment methods. 

Background

Concordia University is a large research institution located on two campuses in 
Montreal, Quebec, Canada, with over 36,000 undergraduate and nearly 10,000 
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graduate students. Concordia’s two libraries provide access 
to over 1.6 million unique titles, including 1.2 million print 
volumes. Through its Department of Classics, Modern 
Languages, and Linguistics (CMLL), the university offers 
undergraduate degree programs in Spanish, Hispanic Cul-
tures and Literatures, plus programs in Italian, German, 
Arabic, Chinese, Classics, and Linguistics. The majority 
of students in the department are enrolled in the Spanish 
stream or in Linguistics. The department also offers a Mas-
ter’s degree in Hispanic Studies, although new admissions 
are currently suspended, and individualized graduate pro-
grams may also be pursued in the research areas of CMLL 
faculty. With an enrollment of 600 undergraduate students 
and a small number of graduate students, it is a medium-
sized department within the Faculty of Arts and Science.

Since the implementation of a revised budget formula 
in 2018, the department has received an average allocation 
from the library’s collections budget for the Faculty of Arts 
and Science. For at least ten years previously, the annual 
budget assigned for book and e-book purchasing in sup-
port of this department was relatively low. The number and 
diversity of programs offered, and the multiple languages 
taught, have made collection development for this depart-
ment challenging. Most library materials are purchased 
from major North American vendors and large European 
suppliers such as Casalini Libri and Puvill, which are used 
for books in Italian and Spanish. Latin American materials 
must often be acquired from smaller providers in the Amer-
icas. Another challenge for CMLL collection development 
has been regular turnover in subject librarians supporting 
this department over the past fifteen years.

However, print acquisitions supporting the Spanish 
programs have been augmented by donations made during 
the past twenty-five years, particularly by faculty mem-
bers. One retired professor regularly travels to Cuba and 
other Caribbean countries plus Colombia and Mexico, and 
acquires books primarily in the areas of Hispanic literature 
and history. These are then often donated to the library. 
Very occasionally, purchases made at book fairs have after-
wards been reimbursed from library funds, but the majority 
are donated. The goal of these gifts was to further develop 
the library’s collection of works from Latin America to sup-
port the Spanish program. It was initially estimated that 
this faculty member has contributed at least 500 volumes to 
the library’s collection.

An analysis was conducted to quantify and describe 
these gift books, and to apply several methods to assess 
their value to the library, considering factors of age, usage, 
relevance, and uniqueness. Despite being free, gifts-in-kind 
require time and effort from library personnel to deal with 
donors and manage the donation process, to catalog the 
materials, and to maintain them as part of the collection. 
Gifts have little value if items are dated, inappropriate for 

an academic collection, or do not support the curriculum 
and institution’s research directions. Gifts made by faculty 
would seem more likely to be relevant and useful; this paper 
investigates this assumption using the case of the Spanish 
gift books.

Literature Review

Discussions of gifts-in-kind, their management, and their 
utility—or lack thereof—to libraries appear regularly in 
the professional literature, so much so that Carrico in 1999 
published an eight-page annotated bibliography on the 
topic of gifts in academic and special libraries.2 In their 
paper describing the use of cost-benefit analysis to assess 
a large gift collection, Ballestro and Howze point out that 
library gifts are not free, as they require staff time to evalu-
ate, obtain, process, and even discard; with this in mind, 
their worth is often debated by librarians.3 As Thomas and 
Shouse mentioned in their analysis of the utility of gifts, 
older works, books in poor condition, and materials that 
are out of scope for the library’s collection are not worth 
accepting.4 However, even after using an initial assessment 
to remove inappropriate materials from consideration, con-
cerns remained at their institution over the time and space 
required to evaluate, accept and process a relatively small 
number of relevant gifts. 

Published studies on gifts in academic libraries have 
approached the issue of how value is determined in dif-
ferent ways. Several authors have examined usage of gifts, 
determined by circulation and in-house use. Diodato and 
Diodato in 1983 analyzed checkouts as a measure of the 
utility of a gifts program, finding that non-gift materials 
were borrowed four times more often than gifts.5 Kairis 
compared use data (loans, renewals, and in-house uses) for 
gifts and a sample of non-gifts during a one-year period to 
provide statistically valid data on the relative use of gifts 
versus selected and purchased materials, and found that 
55 percent of non-gifts were used versus 43 percent of gift 
books. Additionally, Kairis found that the average use per 
book was 1.38 for non-gifts and 0.87 for gifts.6 In reviewing 
and adjusting their gifts program, Bishop, Smith and Sugnet 
compared circulation statistics for gift and non-gift materi-
als, which was deemed the primary criteria in determining 
value by their administration. They found that 60 percent 
of non-gifts circulated in the past five years, while only 34 
percent of gifts had circulated.7 

Thomas and Shouse’s study took a more detailed look 
at the use of gift books. They examined circulation for 
items in Library of Congress (LC) classes P and H and by 
subclasses for the latter, and to what extent interlibrary loan 
(ILL) accounted for gift circulation, and whether gift books 
were required reading for courses.8 Their study showed that 
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gift books were used less: only 26 percent of books added 
in class P (Language and Literature) were borrowed, and 
these gifts had a use rate of 0.87 versus a rate of 1.64 for 
non-gifts. In class H (Social Sciences), 37 percent of the gift 
books were borrowed, and the use rate was 1.32 compared 
to 1.82 for non-gifts. Gift books that were on course read-
ings lists had much higher use rates, ranging from 3.29 to 
5.4 depending on the year and semester. In a six-year retro-
spective analysis of donated book use presented at the 2020 
Charleston Conference, Cross examined patterns of usage 
by subject and age, and noted that items classed under Eng-
lish or History and those published in the past twenty years 
received the most use.9

However, circulation is not the only indicator of value 
for donated library materials, particularly for academic 
research libraries. Ballestro and Howze assert that the cri-
teria for gifts acquisition “requires that the items selected 
build on the already existing strengths of the library’s col-
lection, and meet the institution’s programmatic needs.”10 
In her paper on the role of the subject specialist librarian 
in gifts management, Norris pointed out that “Often books 
that do not circulate frequently can be of extreme value to 
research, which has a narrower focus and subsequently a 
smaller user group.”11 This paper also described the ben-
efits of outreach activities by liaison librarians in facilitating 
donations from faculty members, resulting in books which 
are valued by faculty being added to the library collection. 

Kohl described the University of New Mexico’s gift 
review process, which considers multiple factors.12 In addi-
tion to excluding popular (non-academic) titles, textbooks, 
reprints, and items in poor condition, works must fall within 
the library’s collecting scope. Language of gift items is 
considered in light of the institution’s degree programs; the 
library actively acquires works in Spanish and Portuguese. 
Particular consideration is given to developing existing col-
lection strengths, in this case their institution’s concentra-
tion on New Mexico, the Southwest, and Latin America.

Ballestro and Howze noted that one benefit of dona-
tions may be to significantly enhance holdings in a subject 
area, or to fill gaps, which typically result from budgetary 
constraints.13 At Concordia University Library, the relatively 
low budget allocations to support the CMLL department 
for many years may well have had such an impact on the col-
lection. Other issues with library acquisitions, such as those 
associated with obtaining foreign language and area studies 
materials, can also result in uneven subject coverage. Ward 
described some of the challenges inherent in acquiring 
such materials: the need for foreign language skills, the use 
of diverse (and not always automated) resources for selec-
tion and ordering, particularly from multiple countries, 
relatively short print runs, cost and currency fluctuations, 
and delays or other problems with shipping.14 One approach 
used to obtain such materials, as described by Thacker, is 

the overseas buying trip to purchase books directly from 
publishers, vendors, or at book fairs, an endeavor typically 
embarked upon occasionally by subject specialist librarians 
employed by larger academic libraries.15 When the size of 
the department or program and the diversity of regions and 
languages represented does not warrant librarians under-
taking such trips, donations from an academic travelling to 
a region and occasionally attending book fairs may be an 
effective proxy means to augment the library’s collection of 
foreign materials. 

For North American libraries, acquiring books from 
Latin America has been assisted by improvements in com-
munication technologies and the organizational support and 
cooperative activities provided by the US-based Seminar 
on the Acquisition of Latin American Library Materials 
(SALALM), which has enabled Latin American vendors 
to work more closely with the North American library 
market.16 Nevertheless, in their recent paper, Ibacache et 
al. investigated the acquisition in US university libraries of 
Spanish-language books, and found the majority of these 
were published in Spain or Mexico, far more than from any 
other Latin American country.17 Due to the US embargo 
against Cuba in place since 1958, the acquisition of mate-
rials from Cuba in particular has been challenging for 
American libraries and even for libraries in other countries, 
given the relative isolation of the Cuban publishing indus-
try compared to Latin American countries with readier 
access to international markets. Prefacing his account of 
a buying trip to Cuba, Alonso-Regalado of SUNY-Albany 
University Libraries mentions the difficulties and expense 
of purchasing Cuban books even through vendors from 
other countries.18 Books published in Cuba may therefore 
be less frequently found in North American libraries, and 
the donations from a professor who regularly buys books in 
Cuba may have contributed to building a more robust and 
unique collection of these works at Concordia University.

In their paper on data-driven decision-making for gifts, 
Swanson and White discuss the potential for gifts-in-kind 
to provide “materials of unique, rare, or significant value to 
libraries,” focusing on the concept of rarity and geographic 
scarcity.19 Determining the existence and quantity of other 
holdings locally or nationally through WorldCat is a useful 
method to assess the availability or scarcity of works being 
offered. It may also be used to identify gift books already 
acquired that are rare or not readily available within a 
region. The Spanish-language books donated to Concor-
dia University Library that were published and acquired 
abroad, particularly those from Cuba, may well include such 
items that could be identified using this approach.

In recent years, holistic collection assessment has 
become an increasingly popular approach to evaluating 
library collections: using multiple methods and varied types 
of data to better understand the breadth and composition 
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of a collection and its relevance and usefulness. This meth-
odology may be applied to entire library collections or to 
specific formats, subject areas, or special collections. In 
her recent manual on collections assessment, Kelly asserts, 
“No single metric can adequately reflect a collection’s value 
within our complex and evolving landscape and no assess-
ment method or tool is so airtight that it could provide the 
sole basis for anything but the simplest assessment-related 
projects.”20 Assessing gift books using multiple measures 
can accomplish the same purpose as any collection assess-
ment: to describe the collection in terms of scope—size, 
age, subjects, relative strengths—and to determine the 
value of the materials to the institution. For this collec-
tion of gifts donated to Concordia, value will be assessed 
through comparing usage with that of non-gift books, as 
has been done in previous research into gifts-in-kind; by 
examining the alignment of subjects covered with the rel-
evant course curricula; and by ascertaining the uniqueness 
or availability in other libraries of the gift books.

Method

For this assessment, a combination of collection- and 
use-based techniques were used to review the gift books. 
Library system records and documentation of gifts-in-kind 
were first used to identify the donations made by the fac-
ulty member. From 1992 until mid-2020, the library used 
Innovative’s Millenium and Sierra integrated library system 
products. Although the library migrated in July 2020 to 
OCLC’s Worldshare Management System, bibliographic 
and usage data were extracted from Sierra in fall 2020 to 
ensure that all circulation and internal use data from 1992 
to July 2020 were provided in a consistent format. Since 
gifts were identified in Millenium and Sierra with a note 
that included department code, a list of all gift books for 
the CMLL department was generated, and bibliographic 
and usage data for these were exported into Excel. Data 
fields included LC call numbers, title, author, year of 
publication, publisher and place of publication, language, 
ISBN(s), OCLC number, date of record creation, checkout 
and internal use data, notes, and record identifiers. 

Using electronic and print documentation on library 
gifts-in-kind, all volumes donated by the faculty member 
were found and coded in the Excel file. Records for a hand-
ful of additional titles identified from the donation lists, but 
lacking the gift note, were also added to the file, as were 
records for approximately 100 books purchased by the 
professor in Latin America and reimbursed by the library. 
Finally, another seventy items in the file of gift books that 
shared record creation dates, publishers and place of pub-
lication, and authors with already documented donations 
from the faculty member, were coded as their gifts. These 

additions were confirmed through correspondence with 
the professor, who routinely included extra items not on 
the donation lists when depositing books at the library. In 
all, 814 volumes were identified as gifts made by the faculty 
member between 1995 and 2019. The data in this file were 
used to determine the publication date ranges, average age, 
and average time between publication and cataloging for all 
the gift books, as well as the proportion of books in Span-
ish, and the main subjects as identified by LC call number.

An initial review of the file revealed that 99 percent 
(n = 806) of the gift books were added to the main cir-
culating collection, and 80 percent of all gift books (n= 
650) are found in the LC Classification ranges for Spanish 
American literature (PQ7081-8560) and Latin American 
history (F1201-3799).21 Bibliographic and usage data for all 
volumes (gifts and non-gifts) in these two LC ranges of the 
main collection were therefore extracted from Sierra, and 
the faculty member’s gifts identified in these two spread-
sheets using Excel’s VLOOKUP function. This function 
allows data from separate sources to be matched using a 
common value, in this case the unique item record number 
from Sierra. The data sets were generated to identify the 
relative proportion of the gift books in these two subject 
areas; to conduct a more granular categorization by sub-
ject using LC call numbers; and to enable a comparison of 
usage between the gift books and non-gift items acquired 
during the same period. For the usage comparison, loans, 
renewals, and in-house use (which has been collected 
at Concordia for at least ten years by staff scanning all 
books picked up in the libraries for reshelving) were each 
counted as a single use and totalled for each volume. As 
96 percent of the books donated in these two LC ranges 
are in Spanish, the usage comparison with non-gift books 
was limited to Spanish-language materials, as that would 
be more meaningful than including English-language or 
French-language works, which are far more likely to be 
used by the Concordia community. The usage data gener-
ated was compared with results from other published stud-
ies of gift book use.

All books in the PQ and F files were then coded by 
subject, mapping LC call numbers against the LC clas-
sification headings. This approach enabled the books to 
be categorized by geographic regions and countries, and 
by some specific literary topics, such as women authors. 
The goal of this subject mapping was multiple: to facilitate 
a comparison between the subject areas of gift items and 
the department’s curriculum and research focus; to enable 
an analysis of usage data at a more granular level than by 
LC class alone to discover any subject areas where usage 
is particularly high or low; and to identify any subject clus-
ters that are more unique in terms of holdings elsewhere 
in Quebec, Canada, and the US. These two files were 
also analyzed using record numbers, call numbers, titles/
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authors, and date created to identify any duplicate cop-
ies or variant editions of works already held. Gift volumes 
from other call number ranges in the master Excel file of 
donations were checked individually against the catalog 
for duplicates and variant editions. Within this context, 
versions in other languages were not counted as variant 
editions.

All gift books in the PQ and F files were searched for 
holdings elsewhere in Quebec, Canada, and the US, using 
OCLC’s WorldCat database. Determining whether donated 
titles are held elsewhere in Quebec or in Canada and the 
number of copies available in North America provides 
an indication of the collection’s uniqueness, since one of 
the donor’s goals was to develop a collection of materials 
not otherwise found locally to support the curricular and 
research needs of the Spanish program. 

In a recent paper, Swanson and White describe using 
the WorldCat API to automate the process of obtaining 
holdings data for potential gifts-in-kind to assess rarity and 
availability within various geographic distances.22 Using the 
WorldCat API would have significantly reduced the time 
required to compile holdings data. However, this method 
relies on using a unique OCLC record number for each 
work. For this assessment, such an approach would not 
have captured holdings for the same works from French-
language institutions in Quebec and Canada, which use dif-
ferent OCLC records with French descriptions and subject 
headings from the English-language OCLC records used by 
Concordia and other English-language institutions in North 

America. Additionally, a single-record search would not 
provide holdings for variant editions or reprints. For works 
of literature in particular, counting holdings without consid-
ering alternate editions would present a very limited picture 
of the availability of the content elsewhere. For these two 
reasons, the gift titles were checked manually for holdings 
in WorldCat by searching OCLC record number. When 
holdings in Quebec, Canada, and the US on the matching 
record were counted, OCLC’s “Search for versions with 
same title and author” function was used to identify addi-
tional holdings in the same geographic regions for French-
language catalog records and for alternate print editions. 
Holdings with the University of Florida’s code BNCJM 
(Biblioteca Nacional de Cuba José Martí) were not counted, 
as these are in fact items from Cuba’s national library that 
have been added to WorldCat through a partnership with 
the University of Florida and OCLC. Holdings in Puerto 
Rican libraries were also excluded from the counts for US 
holdings, as works on Spanish American literature and 
Latin American history are both much more likely to be 
found there and less easily accessed by users elsewhere in 
the US and Canada.

Finally, the data in these two files were analyzed using 
filters, pivot tables, and charts to quantify the distribution 
of gift books across more specific subject areas; to calculate 
measures of usage and investigate relationships between 
subject and usage; and to ascertain the quantity and sub-
jects of the donated works which are commonly held in 
other libraries.
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Findings

Age and Duplication 

The age of gift books may be considered as an indicator 
of potential value. In their examination of gift book usage, 
Cross stated that “items with use were largely published 
within the last 20 years.”23 An analysis of the publication 
dates of the faculty gifts reveals that with the exception 
of one book published in 1926, the gift volumes were pub-
lished between 1964 and 2019. Grouped into ten-year date 
ranges, 41 percent of the books were published between 
2000 and 2009; 26 percent were published between 1990 
and 1999; 25 percent between 2010 and 2019; and the 
remaining 8 percent were published between 1960 and 
1989, excluding the 1926 outlier (see figure 1). Nearly two-
thirds of the gift books were thus published between 2000 
and 2019. 

However, a more meaningful indicator for the potential 
utility of gift books may be the delay between the year when 
the book is printed and the date when the book is received 
by the library and added to the collection, which Diodato 
and Diodato refer to as “gift time lag.”24 Excluding the 1926 
outlier, the average difference between year of publication 
and year added to the catalog for the 813 gift books is seven 
years, and the median difference is five years. In fact, 77 
percent of these gifts were added to the catalog within ten 
years of being published. This is a far shorter time lag than 
that identified by Diodato and Diodato, who found that 88 

percent of their gift books in subclass PS (American litera-
ture) were added more than ten years after printing.25

Another consideration in assessing the value of gift 
books is whether they duplicate existing library holdings. A 
review of all 814 volumes donated by the faculty member 
revealed that twelve items were second copies of works 
already acquired by the library, twenty-five items were 
more recent editions of works already held by the library, 
and one volume was a second copy of a work for which 
older editions were also owned. These thirty-eight duplicate 
items represent less than 5 percent of the total volumes 
donated.

Subjects and Curriculum

As previously mentioned, 806, or 99 percent, of the 814 
donated volumes are found in the main circulating collec-
tion. The remaining eight books are in the non-circulating 
Reference collection, the Curriculum Collection of chil-
dren’s books and works on primary education, or on course 
reserve. In terms of subject classification, 80 percent of 
the 814 donated volumes are found in two specific subject 
ranges: 521 items in Spanish American literature (PQ7081-
8560), and 129 items in Latin American history (F1201-
3799). Of the remaining 164 items, twenty-three are in 
PQ6000, peninsular Spanish literature; twenty-one in HQ 
under Women—Feminism—Latin America; sixteen in PN, 
Literature (General); and the other works are scattered 
throughout the LC classification from AC75 (Collections 

Figure 2. Gift books by subject: Spanish American literature (PQ)
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of monographs, essays etc. in other languages) to Z1003 
(General bibliography).

Regarding the 814 donated items, 770, or 95 percent, 
are in Spanish, forty-three are in English, and one is in 
Catalan. The proportion of Spanish-language gift books 
varies among the main subject areas identified above: 100 
percent of the gift books classed under women’s studies are 
in Spanish, 97 percent of the books on Spanish American 
literature, 94 percent of those on general literature, 91 per-
cent of those on Latin American history, and 87 percent of 
the items on peninsular Spanish literature.

The LC classes for literature and history both use geo-
graphic divisions to further classify works. In subclass PQ, 
there are also sections for general works on literature and 
anthologies grouped by genre within the larger linguistic 
or regional sections. For the items held in the library’s 
main circulating collection classed in Spanish American 
literature (n = 516) and Latin American history (n = 129), a 
further analysis of call numbers using the section headings 
of LC classification thus reveals the regional distribution of 
the gift books.

Figure 2 shows the gift books on Spanish American 
literature further grouped by these subject categories. Of 
those 516 items, 185 items, or 36 percent, are classed under 
Cuban literature, and eighty-two items (16 percent) are on 
the literature of the Dominican Republic. The literatures 
of Spanish-speaking South American countries account for 
21 percent of the gift books (n = 106), while general works 

on Spanish American literature and anthologies, including 
those on specific genres such as novels, poetry, and prose, 
make up another 12 percent of the gifts. The remaining 
15 percent are classed under Mexico, Central America, or 
other Caribbean countries, with ten books on the specific 
topic of Spanish American women authors.

The regional distribution of the 129 gift books on Latin 
American history in the main collection is somewhat differ-
ent, as shown in figure 3. Here, thirty-six works on Mexico 
account for 28 percent of the donations, while thirty-one 
(24 percent) are about Cuba, and twenty-four (19 percent) 
are on the region of Latin America in general. Fewer of 
these books are on South American countries (n = 15, 12 
percent) and the Dominican Republic (n = 14, 11 percent) 
than the literature gifts. Works on Central American and 
other Caribbean countries account for the remainder, 
nearly 7 percent of the total.

Given the differing emphasis on countries and regions 
within Latin America displayed by the numbers of books 
donated, the course listings and descriptions for the univer-
sity’s programs in Spanish and History were consulted to see 
how the focus on particular countries aligned with the cur-
riculum. In addition to twenty-two courses on language and 
translation, and eleven on peninsular Spanish literature and 
culture, the Spanish curriculum includes ten courses focused 
on Spanish American literature and culture, and nine cours-
es on topics in Hispanic literature and culture covering both 
Spain and the Americas. Among the courses on Spanish 
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America, the description for “Cultures of Mexico, the Cen-
tral American Region, and the Spanish Caribbean” states 
that “Mexico, Cuba, and Colombia are given special impor-
tance; the history and culture of the Dominican Republic, 
Venezuela, Puerto Rico, and the Central American countries 
are also highlighted,” while for the course “Cultures of the 
Southern Cone and the Andean Region,” “Argentina, Peru, 
and Chile are given special importance.”26 Among the litera-
ture courses, descriptions specifically mention the follow-
ing Spanish American writers: Heredia (Cuba), Sarmiento 
(Argentina), Gómez de Avellaneda (Cuba), Martí (Cuba), 
Gutiérrez Nájera (Mexico), Darío (Nicaragua), Lugones 
(Argentina), Carpentier (Cuba), García Márquez (Colombia), 
Puig (Argentina), Allende (Chile), Burgos and Menchú (Gua-
temala), Barnet and Montejo (Cuba), Sor Juana (Mexico), 
and el Inca Garcilaso de la Vega (Peru). The prominence 
of Cuban writers is notable. However, the disparities in the 
geographic coverage of the literature books are greater than 
one would expect from the curriculum, with books on Cuba 
and the Dominican Republic accounting for over half of the 
donations while works on South American countries make 
up less than a quarter and those on Mexican literature less 
than 5 percent of the gift items.

The History department offers eight courses focused 
on Latin America or the Caribbean, and three others cov-
ering the history of the Atlantic world (Africa, Europe, and 
the Americas). Of these eleven courses, one is devoted to 
Mexican history. Another addresses US, Cuban, and Mexi-
can relations. The course “History of Latin America: The 
Modern Period” covers “the social and economic roots of 
political instability; Mexico under Porfirio Díaz; the Mexi-
can Revolution; Argentina and Brazil under Perón and Var-
gas; US-Latin American relations; Castro’s Cuba; revolution 
and counter-revolution in contemporary Latin America.”27 
There is a clear focus on Mexico among the Latin American 
countries studied, although there is also a certain empha-
sis on Cuba. The higher proportion of books on Mexico 
among the gift books on Latin American and Caribbean 
history (as compared to the literature gifts) thus appears 
to align with the focus of the relevant courses offered by 
the History department. In comparison, the number of 
books on Cuba is again 
particularly high, while 
works on South Ameri-
can countries are once 
more underrepresented 
among the gift books. 

Usage Analysis

The two files of books 
on Spanish American lit-
erature (PQ7081-8560) 

and Latin American history (F1201-3799) were further ana-
lyzed to examine usage in comparison with non-gift books, 
patterns of usage by subject, and the availability or unique-
ness of the gift books based on holdings in other libraries. 
The usage comparison was limited to Spanish-language 
works, although holdings were checked for all gift books in 
these two subject areas.

For the usage comparison, two measures found in 
previous research on gift books were used: the number 
and percentage of items borrowed or used in-house at 
least once, and the average uses per item (calculated based 
on total uses divided by total used and not-used items). 
In addition to comparing data only for Spanish-language 
works, this analysis was restricted to non-gift books added 
to the collection during the same timeframe as the donated 
items. For books in the PQ subset, this range included 
volumes added between 1995 and 2019; for the books in 
class F, volumes added between 2000 and mid-2020. These 
parameters resulted in a data set for PQ7081-8560 of 500 
gift volumes and 692 non-gift volumes, and 118 gift volumes 
and 191 non-gift volumes in F1201-3799. As the numbers 
demonstrate, the books donated by the faculty member 
make up a relatively high proportion of the library’s more 
recent works in Spanish in these two areas: 42 percent of 
the 1,192 books acquired since 1995 on Spanish American 
literature, and 38 percent of the 309 books acquired since 
2000 classed under Latin American history.

As illustrated in table 1, the results for books in 
PQ7081-8560 (Spanish American literature) demonstrate 
a usage pattern somewhat similar to those found in other 
published research on gift book usage. Books donated by 
the faculty member were used less than library-purchased 
items: while 63 percent of non-gift books had been used at 
least once, only 47 percent of the gift books had been used. 
This level of usage is slightly higher than the 43 percent of 
gift books in LC class PS (American literature) with at least 
one use identified by Diodato and Diodato between 1964 
and 1982 and the 43 percent found by Kairis in his one-year 
examination of use.28 It is higher still than the 34 percent of 
gift books used found by Bishop, Smith, and Sugnet over a 
five-year period, the 30 percent found by Cross in a six-year 

Table 1. Usage of Spanish Gift and Non-Gift Books

LC call number range
Number of 

books
Number 

used
Percentage 

used
Use rate 
per item

PQ7081-8549 Spanish American literature

Gifts 500 236 47% 1.26

Non-gifts 692 437 63% 2.77

F1201-3799 Latin American history

Gifts 118 69 58% 2.09

Non-gifts 191 89 47% 1.52
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period, or the 26 percent found by Thomas and Shouse over 
seven years for books in the LC class P.29 Given that these 
proportions were found in examinations of predominantly 
English-language gift books at other institutions, the higher 
percentage of items used for these Spanish-language gift 
books at Concordia is an unexpected finding.

Turning to the measure of average use per item, or 
use rate, for gift books in literature, the use rate is 1.26, 
while for non-gift books the rate is 2.77 uses per item, or 
slightly more than twice that of the gift books. Again, this 
lower level of usage for the gift books reflects the findings 
from other usage studies of gift books, although the rela-
tive difference is much less than that found by Diodato and 
Diodato, whose non-gift books in LC class PS had over four 
times the use rate of the gift books. The difference comes 
closer to Thomas and Shouse’s use rate of 0.87 for gift books 
in LC class P versus 1.64 for non-gift books, or Kairis’s 
finding of 0.87 uses per item for gifts versus 1.38 uses for 
non-gifts. Given, however, that these other rates of use were 
for predominantly English-language works, the use rate 
found here for the Spanish gift books is again higher than 
anticipated.

A very different picture emerges for books in LC class 
F1201-3799 (Latin American history). The percentage of 
Spanish-language gift books used once or more is 58 per-
cent, whereas of the non-gift books only 47 percent have 

been used—the inverse of the typical difference in usage 
between gifts and non-gifts. The fact that the percentage 
of gift books used in this subject area is higher than the 
percentage of non-gift books used is very surprising. The 
average use per item for the history books is 2.09 for the gift 
books and 1.52 for the non-gift books. As with the measure 
of percentage of items used at least once, this data demon-
strating higher use for the gift books is a striking difference. 
Not only have the gift books on Latin American history had 
higher usage on average than the gifts on Spanish American 
literature, but they are receiving over 35 percent more use 
on average than the Spanish-language books in this subject 
area purchased by the library.

Usage by Subject

Delving deeper into usage of the literature and history 
gift books by separating them into the subject categories 
based on LC call number as described above illustrates 
some variance in usage according to topics by region. For 
Spanish American literature, works on the literatures of 
Peru, Argentina, Chile, and Colombia have the highest 
percentage of items used at least once, followed by books 
on Mexico and general works and anthologies. Works on 
women authors, on Cuba, and on other South American 
countries have a slightly lower proportion of items used 

Figure 4. Gift book usage: Spanish American literature (PQ)
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than the average of 47 percent, and those on the Dominican 
Republic, other Caribbean countries, and Central America 
have the lowest percentage of items used (see figure 4). The 
use rate shows similar geographic variations with books on 
the major South American literatures receiving the high-
est rates of use, although books on women authors have a 
higher use rate than the general works or those on Mexico. 
Works on Cuban and other South American literatures have 
use rates slightly lower than the average rate of 1.26, and 
again those on the Dominican Republic, other Caribbean 
countries, and Central America have the lowest rates of use.

There is a different pattern of use by region, as shown 
in figure 5, for the gift books on Latin American history. 
Here, 100 percent of the donated items on Argentina, Cen-
tral America, and the Caribbean other than Cuba or the 
Dominican Republic have been used. Approximately two-
thirds of the items on Latin American in general, Peru, and 
other South American countries have been used, with a 
slightly lower percentage of books on Mexico receiving use. 
Works on the Dominican Republic, Colombia, and Cuba 
have the lowest percentage of items used. The use rates 
broken down by country or region vary somewhat from the 
percentage used, with the highest rates found for books 
on Central America, Argentina, the Dominican Republic, 
and Latin America in general; books on Mexico, Peru, and 
Colombia demonstrating average use rates; and those on 

Cuba, other Caribbean countries, and other South Ameri-
can countries showing the lowest rates of use.

Holdings Elsewhere

After holdings in Quebec, in Canada, and in the US for the 
gift books on Spanish American literature and Latin Ameri-
can history were identified using WorldCat and tabulated, 
the results were compared to determine the availability or 
scarcity of these items. As previously mentioned, related 
editions and reprints were included in the tabulation; how-
ever, translations in other languages were not. 

For the 516 literature books, 174 works were also found 
in other Quebec libraries, but 342 items, or 66 percent, were 
not. Looking at availability across Canada, 415 books or the 
majority were held elsewhere, but 101 books (20 percent) 
were unique within the country. A total of thirty-two items 
(6 percent) of these books were quite rare: held in nine or 
fewer other institutions in the US or Canada. However, 
when counting only holdings of the same edition as that 
given to Concordia—not variant editions—ninety books 
(17 percent) of the gifts on Spanish American literature had 
nine or fewer copies elsewhere in these two countries.

Examining the literature books not held elsewhere in 
Quebec or Canada reveals a certain pattern regarding sub-
ject. Out of the 342 gift books not found in other Quebec 

Figure 5. Gift book usage: Latin American history (F)
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libraries, 121 items (35 percent) are on the literature of 
Cuba, and 71 items (21 percent) are on the Dominican 
Republic. The same two countries are the subject of two-
thirds of the books that are unique within Canada: 34 per-
cent of these are on Cuba and 33 percent on the Dominican 
Republic (see figure 6). Finally, of the thirty-two items that 
may be considered rare within the US and Canada, nine 
are on the literature of Cuba and nine on Dominican litera-
ture (28 percent each); of the ninety books where the exact 
edition is scarce in these countries, 21 percent are classed 
under Cuba and 20 percent under the Dominican Republic. 
To a certain extent, the predominance of works on Cuba 
among the less-held titles reflects the overall distribution of 
gifts in this call number range, as 36 percent of the dona-
tions are on Cuban literature. However, only 16 percent of 
the donated literature books are on the Dominican Repub-
lic, yet they account for a larger proportion of those works 
which are less widely available.

Regarding the 129 gift books on Latin American 
history, the availability of these works elsewhere at the 
regional and national levels is quite similar to that of the lit-
erature gifts. Only 41 of these books were found elsewhere 
in Quebec in WorldCat; eighty-eight items (68 percent) are 
unique within the province. Within Canada, ninety-eight 
of these works are found elsewhere, while thirty-one items 
(24 percent) are not. A total of nine books, 7 percent of the 
history donations, had nine or fewer holdings elsewhere in 
the US or Canada; again, 
though, when consider-
ing only identical editions, 
twenty-six books (20 per-
cent) of these gifts were 
held in nine or fewer other 
institutions. 

In terms of subject, 
the less widely held gift 
books in history are on 
slightly different coun-
tries and regions than the 
literature gifts. Of those 
not held elsewhere in the 
province, 28 percent (n = 
25) are about Cuba, and 
15 percent on the Domini-
can Republic. However, 23 
percent are about Mexico, 
and 17 percent are about 
Latin American in general. 
For the thirty-one works 
not otherwise found in 
Canada, though, 36 per-
cent are on the Dominican 
Republic while 23 percent 

are on Cuba, 19 percent on Latin American in general, and 
13 percent on Mexico (see figure 7). Finally, the nine scarce 
history titles include four on Mexico, four on Latin Ameri-
can, and one on Cuba; of the twenty-six books where the 
exact edition is held in fewer than ten other libraries, half 
are on Mexico while only three are on Cuba or the Domini-
can Republic. Here as well, the higher numbers of works 
on Cuba or Mexico among the less-commonly held items 
mirrors the greater number of history gift books on these 
two countries. Just as with the literature donations, though, 
works on the Dominican Republic make up a higher pro-
portion of these less commonly found books than they do 
as part of the history gift books overall.

Discussion

The donations made over the years by this faculty member 
have made a sizeable contribution to the library’s hold-
ings on the literature and history of the Spanish-speaking 
countries of Latin America and significantly increased the 
number of Spanish-language works in the collection. Unlike 
many gift books received by libraries, these are relatively 
recent, as nearly two-thirds of the donated works were 
published in the past twenty years. Additionally, the gifts 
have typically been added to the library’s collection rela-
tively soon after publication: half were added five years or 

Figure 6. Gift books which are unique within Canada, by subject: Spanish American literature (PQ)



 January 2022 NOTES: A Holistic Assessment of Spanish Gift Books  27

less after publication, and over 75 percent within ten years. 
From this perspective, the books are desirable and timely 
additions to the library. This is not an instance of a faculty 
member regularly clearing personal bookshelves of older 
material by donating to the library, but rather acquiring 
books with a view to adding them to the library’s collection. 
The donations have also contributed unique titles to the col-
lection, with fewer than 5 percent consisting of extra copies 
or related editions of works already held and most of these 
thirty-eight items being more recent editions of works held. 

The general geographic distribution of the gift books in 
literature reflects to some extent the priorities of the cur-
riculum for the Spanish program, except for a clear empha-
sis on literature from the Americas as opposed to peninsular 
Spain. In fact, the gift books make up a surprisingly large 
proportion of the Spanish-language works in this subject 
area that were added to the library over the past twenty-five 
years, with 500 items donated compared to 692 items pur-
chased by the library. However, the library’s overall hold-
ings in PQ6000, Spanish literature, are still approximately 
10 percent larger than the holdings in PQ7081-8650, Span-
ish American literature. The department’s curriculum gives 
nearly equal weight to the two Spanish-speaking regions, 
but without these gift books, the collection of the literature 
and culture of peninsular Spain would be 30 percent larger 
than that about Spanish America. In this instance, the gift 
books have definitely filled a gap in the library’s holdings. 

For the history books, 118 Spanish-language books on Latin 
American history were donated since 2000, compared to 
191 non-gift items acquired by the library; the donations 
thus make up a sizeable proportion of the library’s more 
recent acquisitions in this area. 

Considering the specific geographic areas represented 
by the gift books in literature and history, works on Cuba 
clearly predominate, as was suspected due to the faculty 
member’s regular trips to that country. However, the quan-
tity of books on Cuba appears to outweigh what the curricu-
lum would suggest is needed. Among the books on Spanish 
American literature, the Dominican Republic also appears 
overemphasized while Argentina is underrepresented. For 
Latin American and Caribbean history, the higher propor-
tion of gift books about Mexico does align with the focus 
of courses offered, based on their descriptions. However, 
in addition to the number of books on Cuba being dispro-
portionately high, works on South American countries also 
appear underrepresented among these donations. This may 
be somewhat mitigated by the works on Latin America in 
general which account for 19 percent of the history gift 
books.

While the undergraduate curriculum for the Spanish 
program indicates a certain emphasis on Cuba and sev-
eral Cuban writers, it is clear that the donor was focused 
on building the library’s collection on Cuban literature, 
culture, and history, and to a lesser extent, the Dominican 

Republic. These donations 
are mostly from major pub-
lishers such as Casa de las 
Américas, Letras Cubanas, 
and Ediciones Unión in 
Cuba and Banco Central 
de la República Domini-
cana and Ediciones de 
la Fundación Corripio in 
the Dominican Republic. 
In addition to books by 
and about well-known fig-
ures such as José Marti, 
Alejo Carpentier and José 
Lezama Lima (Cuba), and 
Juan Bosch (Dominican 
Republic), the donations 
include multiple works by 
modern writers includ-
ing Marilyn Bobes León, 
Nancy Alonso, Nancy 
Morejón, María Elena 
Llana, Ena Lucía Portela, 
Anna Lidia Vega Serova, 
and Mylene Fernández 
Pintado (Cuba) and José 

Figure 7. Gift books which are unique within Canada, by subject: Latin American history (F)
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Alcántara Almánzar, Angela Hernández, and Jeannette 
Miller (Dominican Republic).

The donations reflect the donor’s own research inter-
ests and activities. Many of these books were acquired 
through regular attendance at the Feria Internacional del 
Libro de La Habana in Cuba, and some were gifts from 
the authors. The faculty member has written extensively 
about Latin American women writers, although the focus 
of her research has primarily been the Modernismo literary 
movement of the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
tury and the Romantic movement that preceded it, plus the 
representation in historical accounts and literature of Indig-
enous women such as Anacaona and La Malinche. Although 
some of the donated books in literature and history relate 
to these topics, plus the twenty-one books classed in HQ 
under feminism in Latin America, many are more recent 
literary works. A strong collection of twentieth century and 
contemporary Cuban and Dominican literature has been 
developed, one that could support graduate-level and facul-
ty research. The emphasis on women writers and feminism 
in Latin American also aligns with the university’s focus in 
this area—Concordia University is home to the Simone de 
Beauvoir Institute, which has offered programs and sup-
ported research into women’s studies since the 1970s.

Regarding the comparison of usage between Spanish-
language gift books and non-gifts in these two areas, the 
level of use is rather higher than expected for the literature 
gifts, especially compared to previous published studies of 
gift book usage. While the higher proportion of gift books 
being used may be due to the longer timeframe of twenty-
five years of use data, it is surprising to see this level of 
use for works of literature and criticism written in Span-
ish, given that the Spanish program is relatively small and 
the number of other users who might borrow literature in 
Spanish is not likely to be particularly large in a university 
where the primary languages are English and French. The 
higher degree of use found for the history gifts in Spanish is 
unexpected and impressive, given that it exceeds the usage 
of Spanish-language works in the same subject areas pur-
chased by the library during the past twenty years, which 
is unusual for donated books. Clearly a good proportion of 
these gift books corresponds with the needs of students and 
faculty studying and researching the culture and history of 
Spanish-speaking Latin America.

When looking at the more granular analysis of usage by 
call number, clearly books on certain regions have received 
more use than others. Among the literature gift books, 
those on the larger South America countries and Mexico 
are used the most, Cuban literature has received slightly 
less than average use, and Dominican literature even less. 
Gifts classed in history display more disparity between the 
two measures of percentage of items used and the aver-
age use rate by region, but overall, books about Central 

American countries and Argentina receive the most use. 
In this category, works on the Dominican Republic have 
the third highest use rate, although the 54 percent of these 
items that have been used is slightly below the average of 
58 percent for the history gifts. While the greatest number 
of history gifts are classed under Mexico and Cuba, usage 
of the former is about average among the history donations, 
but those on Cuba have the lowest percentage of items used 
and a below-average use rate.

Although works on Cuba and the Dominican Republic 
make up a high percentage of the donated items, books on 
Cuba in particular are not being used as much as those 
about the larger South American countries, even though 
the use of Cuban literature books is still equivalent to or 
higher than that found in other studies analyzing usage of 
gift books in general. These titles are, like the other gifts, 
relatively recent works that are appropriate for a university 
collection and for the courses being offered. The question 
remains whether the lower level of use justifies the quantity 
of items added to the library’s collection. This analysis also 
shows higher use of books on the major literatures of South 
America, particularly of books on Argentina and Peru. 
Acquiring more works on this region would be a reason-
able collection development strategy for the library going 
forward, through purchasing and encouraging future gifts.

The final parameter assessed with regard to the lit-
erature and history gifts is their availability or scarcity, as 
determined by WorldCat holdings in other libraries locally, 
nationally, or in North America (excluding Mexico). Accord-
ing to this data, the majority (two-thirds) of these books are 
not available elsewhere in the province, and over 20 percent 
of the works are unique within Canada, including variant 
editions. If just holdings of identical editions are counted, 
34 percent of the gift books are not found elsewhere in the 
country. Only 41 books, or 6 percent, may be considered 
rare in that they are found in nine or fewer other libraries 
in Canada and the US. However, when variant editions are 
not counted, 116 items, or 18 percent, of the gifts are held in 
fewer than ten other libraries in these countries. As well, 60 
percent of the literature and history gifts have fewer than 
fifty holdings of the same or related editions in these two 
countries, and 30 percent of them are found in fewer than 
twenty-five institutions. Clearly these gift books constitute 
a distinctive and locally unique collection on Spanish-
speaking Latin America.

Among the books that were held in fewer libraries, 
those on Cuba and the Dominican Republic predominate, 
and those on Mexico among the history donations, just 
as they do among the gifts overall. The proportion of less 
available works that are on Cuba reflects almost exactly 
the proportion of books on Cuba among the donations in 
general, but the works on Dominican literature make up a 
higher proportion of the titles not found in other libraries 
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locally or nationally than they do of the gifts overall. A spe-
cific and uncommon collection on the literature and culture 
of Cuba and the Dominican Republic has thus been created 
from these donations.

Conclusion

Based on the factors considered in this assessment, the 
books donated by this faculty member are in general appro-
priate contributions that have added value to the library’s 
collections. They are mostly recent publications that were 
received by the library sooner after publication than most 
gifts-in-kind; and they are in subject areas that align with 
the focus of the Spanish program and related courses in his-
tory, significantly increasing the library’s holdings on Latin 
America. The level of use is higher than expected for gift 
books, particularly for foreign-language materials. While 
these books constitute a small sample, the results of the 
assessment demonstrate the relevance and utility of these 
faculty donations. Applying these assessment methods to a 
broader range of gifts-in-kind from faculty and other donors 
could provide further insights into the value of such gifts to 
the library.

The gifts are skewed toward works about Cuba and 
to a lesser extent, the Dominican Republic, to a degree 
that is not supported by the usage data comparing these 
books with the gift books on other regions. This weighting 
is likely a result of the donor’s travels and interest in the 
Spanish Caribbean and her belief that these works would 
otherwise be less easily found in Canada. Her assumption 
is borne out by the data compiled on holdings elsewhere in 
Canada and the US, which demonstrate that a significant 
proportion of the gift books, particularly those about Cuba 
and the Dominican Republic, are not widely held else-
where. These findings are similar to those of Ibacache et 
al., whose investigation into the acquisition of recent books 
in Spanish by academic libraries in the US found far fewer 
publications from Hispano-American countries other than 
Mexico.30 They point out that acquiring books published 
in these countries may not only fill gaps in the collection 
but expose the academic community to a broader range of 
writers and perspectives from the region through building 
a more diverse collection.31 Given that so many of these gift 
books are not widely held in North America, it would be 
interesting to examine ILL data to determine to what extent 
other libraries are borrowing them.

 Although the donations of Cuban and Dominican 
literature are more extensive than is needed to support the 
current undergraduate curriculum, these works might be 
put to greater use for coursework and research if faculty 
and students were made aware of this rich and unusual col-
lection. A recent white paper issued by the Arizona State 

University (ASU) Library on the future of print collections 
in academic institutions emphasizes the value for libraries 
in identifying and promoting any distinctive collections that 
can serve to highlight the institution’s unique character.32 
This assessment has uncovered one such distinct collection, 
which could benefit and enrich the university’s teaching and 
research on Latin America if awareness of it were raised 
through promotional and outreach activities on the part of 
the library.

This discovery reinforces the value of using a holistic 
approach to assess library collections. Evaluating these 
books using a single measure such as usage would not have 
revealed the uniqueness of the gift holdings, nor the range 
of countries and subjects represented. As pointed out in the 
ASU Library white paper, “Basing an open collection on 
records of historic use runs the risk of enshrining tradition-
al perspectives and risks losing more diverse cultural per-
spectives.”33 The collection that was developed as a result of 
these gifts not only broadens the library’s holdings on Latin 
America, but with its emphasis on works from Cuba, the 
Dominican Republic, and women writers, it provides access 
to voices that may be less frequently encountered in North 
American academic libraries.
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