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A recent call for volunteer peer reviewers for American Library Association Core division journals 
was incredibly successful—more than 170 answered the call and expressed their willingness to 

review. As we prepare to onboard and train the volunteers, we thought to share some of the highlights 
with you. As suggested by countless Reviewer 2 memes, peer review has been the scene of many 
battles—intellectual, petty, and anywhere in between. A peer reviewer once described a certain LRTS 
editor’s writing as “gauche” and “undisciplined,” to cite one painful example. On another occasion, 
peer reviewers failed to draw attention to an omission that continues to haunt this particular editor. 
But we digress: in most cases, peer reviewers are constructive, helpful, and insightful. Even though it 
may not feel like it, the point of peer review isn’t to traumatize but rather to improve and strengthen 
manuscripts. It is in this spirit of constructive criticism that the LRTS editorial team onboards 
reviewers.

Working with the ALA Core division journal editorial team, we devised a shared review template. 
We ask all reviewers to consider these questions and provide feedback to the editors based on these 
considerations. The template addresses several broad questions dealing with the relevance to the 
readership; novelty of contribution to the literature; adherence to conventions of academic writing; 
whether the literature review places the study in perspective and builds on existing research; the clarity, 
reliability, and appropriateness of the methods; and the implications of the findings for scholarship or 
practice.

At the head of the reviewer template, there is a link to the Use of Generative AI by Authors and 
Reviewers Policy. The Core journal editors agree that peer review is uniquely valuable because it is a 
human process that leverages the reviewer’s expertise and experience. Accordingly, reviewers may not 
use generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to assist with any aspect of their review. Other 
ethical considerations include the responsibility of reviewers to disclose a potential conflict of interest to 
the editors. The journals use a double-anonymous review process to minimize bias. We ask reviewers to 
decline review invitations when they suspect that they may know the authors.

Throughout the training, we emphasize the importance of communication. If reviewers have any 
questions or concerns, they should reach out to the editors. In the course of reviewing an article, 
a reviewer may have reason to suspect undeclared AI use, knowledge of the authors’ identities, or 
inconsistencies in reporting. There is no disadvantage to reaching out.
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After the editors receive the reviewer reports, we reconcile what is sometimes contradictory information 
with our own understanding and assessment. In preparing editorial decisions, we work hard to make 
sure the reviews are presented in a constructive manner. Reviewers have the opportunity to present 
certain information to the editors only and some information to both the authors and the editors. We 
share the information intended for authors with authors—unless it is unprofessional, unproductive, 
or unkind. In the very rare occasions reviewers include such feedback, the editors are well within their 
rights to excise it.

By providing guidelines for peer reviews, the Core journal editors establish clear expectations for 
the review process. Editorial decisions, informed by review reports, enable authors to refine and 
enrich their work with expert insight. The peer-review process is not unlike the iterative optimization 
inherent to technical services work. This issue of LRTS contains case studies and research articles that 
demonstrate the value of the systematic assessment and appraisal our peer reviewers lend to the work.

Communications on Practice

In “Making Hidden Collections Visible: A Case Study of Human–AI Collaboration in Archival Metadata 
Generation,” Jeehyun Davis, Alayne Mundt, and Leslie Nellis document work evaluating JSTOR 
Seeklight, an AI-assisted tool designed to generate descriptive metadata and transcription for digitized 
archival materials. Five archival collections at American University Library were tested to assess the 
tool’s ability to produce titles, descriptions, subject headings, named entities, and creator fields across 
a range of formats. The authors found that Seeklight was most successful in generating baseline titles 
and descriptions for visual materials with textual context and least successful in generating authority-
controlled fields. They recommend AI-assisted metadata generation as a workflow enhancement that 
complements rather than replaces professional expertise.

Features

Christopher A. Palazzolo, William Jacobs, and Matthew J. Jabaily report on a survey of academic 
and research librarians’ experiences with ebook evidence-based acquisition (EBA) models in “A 
Comparative Study of the Implementation, Management, and Evaluation of Evidence-Based Acquisition 
Ebook Plans in Academic and Research Libraries.” EBA models have emerged as an opportunity 
to balance broad access to ebook content with librarian autonomy and agency. The results explore 
librarians’ engagement with and management of EBA models and document a variety of motivations for 
EBA adoption, as well as challenges and preferences related to EBA budgeting, management, and title 
and program selection.

In “‘Unbury’ the Book Chapter?: An Investigation of Library and Information Science Book Chapters 
from Edited Collections in Scholarly Indexes,” Juleah Swanson examines the truth of the perception 
that by publishing a book chapter in an edited collection, the author has “buried” it. Swanson evaluates 
the discovery of library and information science book chapters in Google Scholar, Web of Science  
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Book Citation Index, and Dimensions and finds inconsistent indexing across all three indices.  
Although Swanson confirms concerns about the discovery of book chapters, she helpfully outlines 
avenues to exhume them by improving discoverability.

Notes on Operations

Jennifer A. Mezick, Louis T. Becker, and Kat Brooks outline a case study on approval plan assessment 
undertaken at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville, in “Measure, Change, Measure: Assessing 
Changes to a Traditional Approval Plan.” Having updated approval plan parameters considerably 
between 2019 and 2023, the authors review the purchase and usage data from these periods to 
investigate the performance of the plan. They find that using this data to update approval plans 
positively impacts the quantity and usage of approval plans titles.

In “Ebook Call Number Project: Automating Library of Congress Classification Numbers to Ebooks 
for Reporting,” Bonita Pollock, Zhao Liu, Amanda Yesilbas, Laura Pascual, and Skyler Schultz outline 
their automated process for adding Library of Congress Classification numbers into Alma (Library 
Management System) call number fields to enhance ebook metadata. The authors developed a Python-
based automation tool using OCLC’s Connexion API and implemented a workflow within the Ex Libris 
Alma Library Management System that leveraged existing metadata. This project has significantly 
improved the accuracy of discipline-specific collection assessment and reporting. The authors offer 
alternative workflows for librarians who have limited programming expertise or support.

Book Reviews

Reviewed in this issue is Collection Management Basics, Eighth Edition, by Margaret Zarnosky 
Saponaro, John Novak, and G. Edward Evans.
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Introduction

Archives and special collections increasingly face an imbalance between the rapid expansion of digitized 
materials and the slower pace of descriptive metadata creation needed to support discovery and access. 
This article presents a case study of a pilot project conducted at American University Library to evaluate 
JSTOR Seeklight, an artificial intelligence (AI)-assisted tool designed to generate descriptive metadata 
and transcription for digitized archival materials. Academic libraries have long served as stewards of 
unique and irreplaceable primary resources housed in archives and special collections. A substantial 
portion of these materials remains confined to physical formats, discoverable only through limited or 
incomplete description and accessible primarily to on-site researchers.1 Despite decades of professional 
attention to improving access and discovery of these materials, progress has often been incremental. 
At the same time, the scope of digital stewardship has expanded well beyond the initial act of resource 
digitization.

Contemporary digital stewardship encompasses the full life cycle of digital assets, including 
selection and rights assessment, digitization workflows, descriptive metadata creation, discovery 
systems integration, preservation storage, and long-term governance and sustainability.2 The 
Digital Preservation Coalition’s Digital Preservation Handbook frames preservation as an ongoing 
organizational commitment that integrates policy, infrastructure, and workflows rather than a one-time 
technical task. Crucially, description and access are not secondary outcomes of stewardship; they are 
central to its purpose.3

Simultaneously, archives and special collections staff continue to confront persistent backlogs and 
hidden collections, a challenge widely documented in the archival literature.4 Calls to recalibrate 
labor-intensive descriptive practices in favor of scalable access—most notably articulated in Greene 
and Meissner’s “More Product, Less Process”—underscores how traditional processing norms 
can inadvertently delay availability to users.5 In practice, digitization capacity frequently outpaces 
descriptive capacity. Although scanning can be accelerated through investment in equipment and 
staffing, metadata creation remains constrained by specialized expertise, time, and uneven staffing 
levels, producing a critical discovery bottleneck.

Within this context, academic libraries are increasingly experimenting with AI-assisted description—
not as a substitute for professional judgment, but as a means of increasing throughput, improving 
baseline discovery, and creating scalable foundations for human review. Emerging scholarship 
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suggests that AI in archival description should not be understood as professional displacement, 
but instead as a catalyst for evolving competencies. Automation is likely to reshape core functions, 
requiring archivists and metadata professionals to cultivate new skills in data literacy, algorithmic 
oversight, ethical decision-making, and quality control.6 Early experiments with generative AI tools 
for description, subject extraction, and image recognition demonstrate significant potential to reduce 
backlogs and enhance discoverability, particularly in large-scale digitization initiatives.7 At the same 
time, practitioners emphasize the importance of iterative experimentation—piloting tools on limited 
collections, benchmarking outputs against human-created records, and establishing local governance 
frameworks—so that AI adoption becomes a structured learning process rather than a one-time 
technological shift.8

Equally significant is the human dimension of this work. The introduction of AI tools represents not 
only a technical adjustment but also an organizational change management effort. For archival and 
technical services professionals, AI may evoke both curiosity and concern—raising questions about 
professional identity, quality standards, and the future of expertise. Positioning AI exploration as a 
supported learning opportunity—one with clear guardrails, shared evaluation criteria, and psychological 
safety—has emerged as a central leadership responsibility in contemporary digital stewardship.

Institutional Background and Leadership Intent

At American University Library, expanding access to primary resources in archives and special 
collections has been a strategic priority. As digitization capacity increased through sustained 
investments in staffing and equipment, a structural imbalance became increasingly apparent: the 
library could scan materials at a growing pace, but the creation of high-quality descriptive metadata—
essential for discovery, access, and reuse—remained a persistent bottleneck.

Metadata creation for archival collections is labor intensive, requires specialized expertise, and depends 
on sustained staffing capacity that is difficult to scale. Even under optimal conditions, traditional 
metadata workflows can delay access for months or years after digitization. During periods of staff 
vacancies or competing priorities, that gap widens further. As a result, large portions of digitized 
content remain scanned but effectively invisible to users. This imbalance between digitization 
throughput and descriptive capacity prompted the library to explore responsible and scalable 
approaches to metadata generation that could increase access without compromising professional 
standards.

The JSTOR Seeklight pilot emerged from this strategic challenge.9 As an AI-enabled tool designed 
to generate descriptive metadata and text transcription at scale, Seeklight offered an opportunity 
to test whether batch metadata generation could meaningfully accelerate discovery for selected 
archival materials while preserving human oversight, ethical stewardship, and metadata quality. Our 
participation as a Charter Member positioned the library not simply as a consumer of a new technology 
but as an active contributor to its development—shaping use cases, workflows, assessment strategies, 
and ethical guardrails alongside peer institutions.
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From a leadership perspective, the intent behind this project was not automation for its own sake. 
Rather, the goal was to address a structural access problem that disproportionately affects archives 
and special collections: the accumulation of valuable materials that remain under-described and 
underutilized due to capacity constraints. By experimenting with AI-assisted metadata generation, the 
library sought to reduce the time between digitization and access, prioritize service to researchers, and 
extend the reach of our collections beyond local users to broader research communities. At the same 
time, the project was designed to assess organizational readiness by examining how new tools might 
reshape workflows, redistribute labor, require new competencies, and strengthen cross-departmental 
collaboration.

Equally important, this exploration aligned with the library’s broader commitment to human-centered 
and ethical uses of emerging technologies. The Seeklight project was intentionally framed as a hybrid 
model in which AI-generated metadata serves as a starting point, rather than an end point. Human 
review, quality control, and professional judgment remain central to the process. This approach reflects 
a leadership philosophy that views AI as an augmentation of expertise rather than a replacement—
supporting staff productivity while maintaining accountability, transparency, and long-term 
sustainability.

In this sense, the Seeklight pilot represents more than a technical experiment. It is a strategic response 
to long-standing access barriers in archives and special collections, a service innovation aimed at 
accelerating discovery, and an organizational learning opportunity that informs how academic libraries 
can responsibly integrate AI into core descriptive practices. The outcomes of this project—both its 
successes and limitations—offer insights for research libraries seeking scalable, ethical solutions to the 
challenge of making hidden collections visible in an era of expanding digital expectations.

Project

Goals and Rationale

For several years, Technical Services and Archives and Special Collections departments have worked to 
strengthen cross-department collaboration, and the Seeklight pilot project aligns closely with this work. 
Under new leadership and evolving workflows, print cataloging volume has decreased while demand 
for archival descriptions has increased. In response, the director of technical services and head archivist 
for special collections and digital initiatives have focused on expanding metadata support for archival 
materials and building capacity for sustained collaboration. These efforts have included developing 
workflows for print and rare materials, repurposing a vacant position in Technical Services to manage 
cross-department workflows and metadata production for Archives, and reallocating another position 
to expand support for digitizing archival collections.

We initiated the Seeklight project to improve the discoverability of the library’s digitized archival 
resources. A primary objective was to accelerate the creation of accurate descriptive metadata so that 
materials could be made available to users more quickly following digitization. The project also sought 



LIBRARY RESOURCES & TECHNICAL SERVICES� JULY 2026

Making Hidden Collections Visible� 186
Jeehyun Davis, Alayne Mundt, and Leslie Nellis

a scalable solution capable of efficiently processing large volumes of archival content and generating 
consistent descriptive metadata despite limited staff capacity or subject expertise. By incorporating 
AI-assisted description into existing workflows, we aimed to support sustainable metadata creation 
across diverse collections and reduce the impact of staffing gaps. An additional goal of the pilot was to 
establish policies and procedures for integrating AI-assisted description into established descriptive 
practices.

The head archivist determined which collections and materials were appropriate for inclusion in the 
Seeklight workflow. Not all library materials are suitable for AI‑generated description, and selected 
collections must comply with American University policies regarding data classification and the use of 
AI.10 Additional considerations include federal privacy laws, deed of gift restrictions and donor intent, 
copyright and ownership status, and broader privacy concerns.

Beyond these requirements, we determined that using a diverse set of collections for initial testing 
would provide a better understanding of Seeklight’s capabilities and limitations. We selected five 
different collections representing a range of formats, including photographs, handwritten and typed 
letters, posters, historical real-estate appraisals, blueprints and drawings, and historical business and 
financial records. These collections enabled us to evaluate Seeklight’s performance across multiple-use 
cases, including handwritten materials, transcription quality, folder-level versus item-level description, 
and visual materials with minimal contextual information.

All selected collections were intentionally limited in size, to enable rapid review of outputs and 
comparison across projects. This approach supported our goal of identifying which materials are best 
suited to Seeklight, which ones may be appropriate for large-scale ingest and metadata generation, and 
where additional review, remediation, or alternative workflows may be necessary. The initial collections 
that we loaded were as follows:

•	 Martin Hupka images—Peace Corps volunteer in Colombia 1963–1965 
	◦ 444 images, partially described (unfinished) collection, previously processed by project staff
	◦ Selected to evaluate human- vs. AI-generated metadata 

•	 Anne Williams correspondence—Peace Corps volunteer in India 1965–1967 
	◦ 119 letters 
	◦ Selected to evaluate description for handwritten material and test new transcription feature

•	 Patrick Frazier Political and Social Movements oversize posters—protest posters from the 1960s 
and 1970s 
	◦ 188 posters 
	◦ Selected to test visual material with little written information 

•	 Shannon & Luchs real-estate collection—real estate firm that developed and redeveloped areas of 
Washington, D.C., in the 1920s to 1970s 
	◦ 356 folders of mixed materials 
	◦ Selected to test descriptions at the folder level 



LIBRARY RESOURCES & TECHNICAL SERVICES� JULY 2026

Making Hidden Collections Visible� 187
Jeehyun Davis, Alayne Mundt, and Leslie Nellis

•	 Paul Jurmo images—Peace Corps volunteer in the Gambia from 1976 to 1979 
	◦ 191 images 
	◦ Selected to test no-context images 

Governance and Staffing Model

The head archivist and the director of technical services jointly lead the integration of the Seeklight 
platform into local workflows. Together, they designed the project structure, established staff roles, 
and developed assessment strategies for evaluating Seeklight outputs. The head archivist oversees 
project setup, including file uploads, entry of contextual information into the platform’s Context 
Box, and generation and evaluation of transcript outputs. The director of technical services oversees 
sample metadata review across collections, develops staff guidance and oversight procedures, and 
conducts secondary review of descriptive metadata. Both managers collaborate on field mappings, role 
assignments, and assessment methodologies.

Two library specialists in Technical Services review item-level descriptions for materials ingested into 
Seeklight. The acquisitions specialist also performs copy cataloging and contributes descriptive work for 
digitized collections. The resource description specialist provides traditional cataloging expertise. Both 
specialists bring extensive experience creating item-level descriptions for digitized materials in special 
collections.

During implementation, additional staff across the library provided targeted support. The coordinator 
of original cataloging advised on metadata standards, the library systems coordinator supported 
initial technical setup, and the library systems and assessment administrator contributed to workflow 
development, including the creation of a custom application to split transcript exports from Seeklight 
for ingest into Quartex, the library’s digital collection platform.11 The library assessment coordinator 
developed the assessment framework based on input from project leadership. As our proficiency with 
the platform grows and local documentation becomes more robust, these roles are expected to evolve.

Once workflows and local practices are fully established, day-to-day responsibilities will transition 
to the library’s digitization coordinator and metadata coordinator. The digitization coordinator will 
assume responsibility for creating projects in Seeklight, adding contextual information during ingest, 
and generating transcripts. The metadata coordinator will oversee quality control, supervise the two 
specialists, and manage metadata refinement and ingest into Quartex.

The metadata coordinator position is currently vacant, creating a significant gap in fully realizing 
the potential of the project. This role is responsible for coordinating metadata work across Technical 
Services and Archives, managing workflows, reviewing descriptive metadata for digitized collections, 
and loading completed projects into the library’s digital asset management system. While this position 
is vacant, the director of technical services has assumed some of these responsibilities. Although 
Seeklight does not replace the expertise required for this position, it has helped mitigate workflow 
delays by enabling progress on descriptive projects that would otherwise have been paused or 
progressed much more slowly.
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Metadata

Seeklight generates metadata using the Dublin Core schema, which provides a relatively minimal set 
of fields compared with the descriptive, technical, and administrative metadata applied to records in 
Quartex, which uses a local schema based on MODS.12 Of the fifteen fields generated by Seeklight, we 
use seven for all records and apply five additional fields conditionally based on material formats. The 
remaining three fields are not used (table 1). 

Table 1. Metadata Mapping for Seeklight

Field Field Definition Using Mapped to Notes
Title The name given to the resource. Typically, a 

Title will be a name by which the resource is 
formally known.

Always Title

Creator An entity primarily responsible for making 
the content of the resource. Examples of a 
Creator include a person, an organization, or 
a service.

Always Creator

Date A date associated with an event in the life 
cycle of the resource.

Always Date Created Uses ISO 8601. Duplicate 
field to Date Created EDTF in 
Quartex formatting.

Type The nature or genre of the content of the 
resource. Type includes terms describing 
general categories, functions, genres, or 
aggregation levels for content. 

Always Genre Remediate with AAT terms 
outside JSTOR environment.

Description An account of the content of the resource. 
Description may include, but is not limited to, 
an abstract, table of contents, reference to a 
graphical representation of content, or a free-
text account of the content.

Always Description

Subject The topic of the content of the resource. 
Typically, a Subject will be expressed as 
keywords, key phrases, or classification 
codes that describe the topic of the resource. 
Recommended best practice is to select a 
value from a controlled vocabulary or formal 
classification scheme.

Always Subject – 
Topical

Uses appropriate delimiter. 
Library of Congress Subject 
Heading (LCSH). Not 
geographically subdivided. 
Decision point needed.

Named 
entities

Proper names associated with the record. Always Subjects – 
Name

Uses appropriate delimiter. 
Possibly verify against LCNAF. 
Decision point needed.

Volume Conditionally Volume Only applies to a publication 
collection.

Issue Conditionally Issue Only applies to a publication 
collection.
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Field Field Definition Using Mapped to Notes
Language A language of the intellectual content of the 

resource.
Conditionally Language Only applies to text-based 

materials.

Coverage The extent or scope of the content of the 
resource. Coverage will typically include 
spatial location (a place name or geographic 
coordinates), temporal period (a period label, 
date, or date range), or jurisdiction (such as a 
named administrative entity). Concatenated 
field containing values: style, culture, period, 
and location.

Conditionally Geographic 
Location

JSTOR has split the field for 
newly ingested items. We do 
not use any of these fields. Fine 
art terms are not applicable to 
our purposes. We use location, 
but this is not always helpfully 
applied as we follow TGN. 
May consider using that field 
dependent on collection.

Publisher The entity responsible for making the 
resource available. Examples of a Publisher 
include a person, an organization, or a service. 

Conditionally Publisher Only applies to published 
materials, which does not fit 
the profile for the majority of 
our items.

Resource 
type

An internal controlled vocabulary that 
specifies the general type of the original 
resource.

No  We have our own controlled 
vocabulary that we will use.

Format The physical or digital manifestation of the 
resource. Concatenated field containing 
values: medium, technique, material, and 
measurement.

No  JSTOR has split the field for 
newly ingested items. We do 
not use any of these fields. Fine 
art terms are not applicable to 
our purposes.

Keywords No

 
The two specialists—our project staff—review, edit, and enhance five key metadata fields: titles, Library 
of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH), descriptions, named entities, and creators. The resource 
description specialist focuses primarily on controlled vocabulary elements, while the acquisitions 
specialist reviews free-text fields, such as titles and descriptions, based on their respective expertise and 
experience working with special collections metadata.

After staff revise these elements according to local standards, the director of technical services enhances 
and formats the records, adds missing fields, and performs additional cleanup to ensure consistency 
with established practices. This work includes formatting dates and reconciling AI-generated genre 
terms with the library’s preferred controlled vocabularies.13 The director of technical services then 
exports the records from Seeklight, formats them for ingest, and adds locally required fields, including a 
note, such as “This asset is described with AI-generated metadata and may not be 100% accurate. Please 
see our AI Statement for more information,” along with a local AI statement.14 These additions provide 
transparency by informing users that the digital asset includes AI-generated metadata that may not 
be fully accurate and by directing them to the library’s Policy on the Use of AI-Generated Descriptive 
Metadata.15
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Discussion

Project Assessment

As described in the earlier project sections, the Seeklight pilot was designed to test the viability of 
AI-assisted metadata generation across several different archival formats and descriptive contexts. At 
the time of writing, Technical Services staff had completed a review of two of the five identified pilot 
collections, and the head archivist had conducted an initial review of the remaining three collections to 
determine whether further metadata review using the Seeklight tool is viable.

It is important to note that the Seeklight platform remains under active development. Additional 
functionality has been introduced since the launch of our initial assessments and pilot projects. 
Although our findings remain relevant for understanding how the tool performs in current archival 
workflows, features that may have influenced some outcomes are discussed later in the Changes to 
Seeklight Functionality section.

Martin Hupka Images16

Project staff completed their review of the Martin Hupka image collection, focusing on the title, 
description, subject headings, and named entities fields. This collection was selected for testing because 
it had been partially processed prior to our participation in the Seeklight pilot. As a result, project 
staff had developed substantial familiarity with the subject matter. Additionally, the donor provided 
item-level descriptions for the majority of the images, including place names, named individuals, and 
activities depicted in the photographs, which reduced uncertainty during assessment and increased 
staff confidence in reviewing the generated metadata.

At the time of uploading the collection to Seeklight, we were unsure of how to capture existing 
item-level descriptions within the tool’s bulk-applied Context Box. Consequently, reviewers spent 
considerable time applying their prior knowledge of the collection to metadata remediation and 
verifying Seeklight-generated metadata against 
the donor-provided descriptions. Using a specific 
image from the Hupka Collection as an example 
(see figure 1), the donor had identified the 
names of the individual Peace Corps Volunteers 
depicted in an image, which Seeklight would 
not know unless prompted. The original 
Seeklight-generated title was “Three men 
eating watermelon on a bench,” but our project 
staff was able to input the names of all three 
individuals, as well as indicate the three were 
Peace Corps Volunteers. The title updated by our 
staff was “Leon, John, and Martin Hupka eating 
watermelons on a bench.”17

Figure 1. Example of a digital image that required human 
revision of Seeklight-generated title.
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We also noticed that keywords applied in bulk through the Context Box frequently appeared as subject 
headings, regardless of their relevance to individual images. For example, the following description 
was applied to all 444 images: “This collection features photographs taken by Martin Hupka during his 
Peace Corps service in Colombia, working in community development from 1963 to 1965.” For figure 
1, the generated subject headings were “young men,” “watermelons,” “outdoor life,” “nineteen sixties,” 
and “community development.” Project staff subsequently removed extraneous and irrelevant subject 
headings during metadata cleanup.

Within this collection, the tool performed most successfully in generating titles. The remaining fields 
required remediation in the majority of records, largely because project staff were able to incorporate 
more detailed contextual information than Seeklight could generate from the limited context available 
to the system. Additionally, Seeklight failed to generate subject headings for a substantial number of 
records due to a system glitch during the ingest of this collection. The platform does not allow metadata 
generation without deleting and reingesting a batch, which we opted not to do. The lack of subject 
headings in these records complicated the evaluation of field quality. Based on our experience reviewing 
Seeklight-generated subject metadata across collections, however, we would have expected a higher 
degree of remediation in the subject field.

Patrick Frazier Social and Political Movements Oversize Posters18

Project staff also completed a full review of the Patrick 
Frazier poster collection, focusing on the title, description, 
subject headings, named entities, and creator fields. This 
collection was selected for testing because the posters 
represent a visual medium, many of which include textual 
elements that provide Seeklight with additional context for 
metadata generation. This format proved to be particularly 
successful for generating titles and descriptions. Most 
remediation work focused on fields that required validation 
against controlled vocabularies or authority files that are 
not incorporated in Seeklight.

Results indicate that the title field performed especially 
well, with 174 of 180 items acceptable without revision. 
Titles that required revision were generally not incorrect but 
required stylistic or structural adjustments. For example, a 
Seeklight-generated title, “Poster advocating for the release 
of political prisoners,” was revised by project staff to “Free 
All Political Prisoners protest poster” (figure 2).19

The description field showed slightly greater variability in 
quality but was still largely acceptable without the need for 

Figure 2. Additional example of a digital 
image that required human revision of 
Seeklight-generated title.
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revision. A total of 152 of 180 descriptions were acceptable 
without edits. Seeklight-generated descriptions typically 
captured each poster’s visual composition and artistic 
qualities, alongside relevant contextual information. For 
example, descriptions often addressed layout, imagery, 
and stylistic elements, while incorporating contextual 
interpretation informed by the textual content present on 
the poster.

Descriptions that required revision generally involved 
incorrect interpretation of the image context or omission 
or misidentification of individuals depicted. For example, 
Seeklight generated the following description for figure 3: 
“Poster featuring a caricature illustration of three men in 
military and political attire plotting over a map with missile 
markers. The text reads ‘STOP THEM! they can’t stop 
themselves’ and advertises a March on Washington and San 
Francisco organized by the National Peace Action Coalition, 
scheduled for April 24, 1971. The artist’s signature, ‘Edward 
Sorel ‘71,’ appears at the top right.” Project staff revised this 
description as follows: “A protest poster featuring a political 
cartoon by Edward Sorel at the top, depicting three men 
(Richard Nixon as Napoleon, along with Hubert Humphrey and 
Henry Kissinger) in military and political attire plotting over a 
map with missile markers. The bold red and black text below 
reads: ‘STOP THEM! they can’t stop themselves.’ The poster 
advertises a march on Washington and San Francisco on April 
24, 1971, organized by the National Peace Action Coalition.”20

Revision was also required when Seeklight-generated 
descriptions overemphasized visual elements at the expense 
of contextual meaning. For example, Seeklight generated the 
following description for figure 4: “A color poster featuring 
the slogan ‘Come Home to Israel’ in large, bold letters across 
a stylized landscape. The lower portion of the poster is filled 
with illustrated and photographic cut-outs of people, flowers, 
and abstract shapes, suggesting a diverse and welcoming 
community. The upper left corner displays a logo and Hebrew 
text. The overall design uses collage techniques and vibrant 
colors.” Our project staff edited it as: “A promotional poster 
featuring a collage of illustrated and photographic figures 

Figure 3. Example of a digital image that 
required human revision of Seeklight-
generated description.

Figure 4. Additional example of a digital 
image that required human revision of 
Seeklight-generated description.
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walking and interacting on a stylized, colorful landscape. The large, bold text reads ‘COME HOME TO 
ISRAEL.’ The upper left corner displays a logo and Hebrew text.”21

Seeklight showed more limitations in generating subject headings, named entities, and creator 
information. Only twenty of 180 subject headings were acceptable without revision. Although most 
headings were usable, they often required modification to conform to LCSH conventions, such as the 
addition of geographic subdivisions. The tool also struggled with repetitive headings or terms that 
appeared correct but were misapplied according to LCSH definitions.

Additionally, named entities were generated without reference to an authority file, requiring staff to 
reconcile them with the Library of Congress Name Authority File (LCNAF). Only five of 180 named 
entity fields required no remediation. Similarly, many creator fields were left blank, necessitating staff 
intervention; 107 of 180 records required remediation in this field.

Preliminary Review of Remaining Pilot Collections

Shannon & Luchs Real-Estate Collection22

The Shannon & Luchs collection proved to be one of the most complicated cases, alongside the Hupka 
images, for testing Seeklight. This collection was selected to evaluate how effectively the tool could 
generate metadata for archival materials digitized and presented at the folder level.

It is important to note that JSTOR did not recommend Seeklight for folder-level description. The tool 
is primarily designed for item-level and compound-object description. Nevertheless, we decided to test 
the system with this type of material to better understand its limitations.

The collection consists primarily of real-estate appraisal files documenting neighborhoods in 
Washington, D.C., many of which have since been demolished. These files are organized alphabetically 
by client name and contain heterogeneous materials that are difficult to parse into discrete items. 
Any digitized collection made publicly accessible would likely rely heavily on full-text searching for 
discovery. Attempting to discern relationships among documents in a folder or reliably separating them 
into items would be so time and resource intensive that it could result in inaccurate interpretation.

Seeklight-generated metadata appeared plausible at first glance and reflected patterns seen in other 
collections. However, the tool samples content within folders rather than analyzing the entire folder 
structure. As a result, the generated metadata lacked the depth and contextual completeness that is 
required for archival description of these materials. An example of a Seeklight-generated title and 
description is as follows:

•	 Title: “Appraisal Files and Correspondence on Commercial Properties, Washington, D.C.”
•	 Description: “A compilation of appraisal reports, correspondence, and supporting documentation 

related to commercial and residential properties in Washington, D.C., primarily generated by 
Shannon & Luchs Company and associated real estate professionals. The documents include 
property appraisals, valuation methodologies, legal correspondence, lease agreements, and 
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financial calculations. The materials detail property characteristics, neighborhood context, rental 
income, trust arrangements, and market conditions. The series documents the appraisal process, 
communication between appraisers, clients, and legal representatives, and includes sample leases 
and valuation justifications for estate and tax purposes.”

This description largely reflects the contextual information provided in the Context Box rather than an 
actual analysis of the contents of the 111-page digital object. This collection would be worth deleting and 
reingesting to test more robust prompting using the Context Box, as discussed later in the Changes to 
Seeklight Functionality section.

Anne Williams Correspondence

The Anne Williams correspondence collection was selected to test Seeklight’s transcription tool, which 
was not available when we first joined the Charter Member program but was later introduced and 
improved. Preliminary review indicates that the transcription tool performs very well. It successfully 
handles typescript, handwriting, a combination of the two, and untraditional formatting on the 
document. However, several workflow limitations remain. Most notably, Seeklight does not currently 
support batch download of transcripts. Additionally, our repository handles transcripts on a page-
by-page basis, whereas Seeklight generates transcripts per asset. To accommodate this difference, we 
developed a local process to split transcripts before ingesting them into our digital collections platform.

At the time we used the transcription tool for this collection, transcripts were generated independently 
from metadata. JSTOR has since released enhancements allowing transcripts to add more nuance to 
descriptive metadata, potentially improving metadata richness.

Paul Jurmo Images

The Paul Jurmo image collection presents a different testing scenario. The donor digitized the 
images prior to donation but did not provide item-level contextual information. Only collection-level 
description was available.

Prior to using Seeklight, this collection would likely have been considered a lower priority for 
digitization and public access due to the lack of contextual information. However, the pilot offered an 
opportunity to test the tool’s ability to generate baseline descriptions for images with minimal context. 
The preliminary review is promising: the generated descriptions appear comparable with what a human 
cataloger might produce without insider knowledge of the collection.

Changes to Seeklight Functionality

As noted earlier, JSTOR Seeklight remains under active development. JSTOR has made improvements 
based on feedback from Charter Member institutions, as well as JSTOR’s internal development 
roadmap. Several limitations we encountered during the pilot have since been addressed, and 
our understanding of the tool has evolved in ways that would inform how we configure and ingest 
collections in future projects.
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Our experimentation with the Context Box has produced promising results, and JSTOR demonstrations 
have indicated that it may be possible to point the tool to external data dictionaries and potentially 
parse larger mixed-manuscript PDFs. Incidentally, this capability would have been particularly valuable 
for the Shannon & Luchs collection.

We have also experimented with using the Context Box to better leverage existing item-level 
descriptions during batch image uploads. When images include individual descriptions, we instruct 
the Context Box to match file names to a corresponding list of descriptions copied directly from an 
Excel spreadsheet. The results have been extremely promising, with generated metadata being more 
specific and accurate, and requiring significantly less staff time for editing. However, this approach is 
constrained by the Context Box’s character limit, which restricts uploads to approximately fifteen to 
twenty images at a time when including existing metadata. Despite this limitation, the approach would 
have been particularly useful in the scenario described earlier in the Martin Hupka Images section.

Seeklight was initially presented as a no-prompting tool, and significant engineering effort is evident 
in its design to remain simple and produce reliable results. The Context Box was intended to capture 
mostly a narrative description from sources such as finding aids or other existing descriptive records 
and apply across a batch of uploaded files.

JSTOR is now exploring the use of the Context Box as a one-shot prompt tool. This experimental 
approach offers notable benefits for our project, and we have started uploading collections with simple 
prompts. It is important to note that Seeklight does not allow for prompt refinement and iteration. 
Users would have to analyze the metadata results and reupload the collection with a different prompt if 
refinement were desired. Additionally, Seeklight does not store prompts, nor does it learn from them.

Further improvements to Seeklight have expanded batch metadata editing functionality. Although the 
Seeklight interface is simple and designed for large batch ingest—allowing users to upload thousands 
of images per batch, trigger transcript generation by checking a single box, and input metadata and 
prompts into the Context Box—the back end initially offered limited support for batch metadata 
editing. Recent enhancements now allow users to create image sets and perform bulk changes by using 
metadata field filters. For example, format fields can now be batch-replaced with preferred entries from 
external data dictionaries. These features will likely be used in future projects.

Workflow Adaptation and Human–AI Collaboration

Overall results from the pilot are encouraging. Across collections, the title and description fields proved 
to be the most reliable outputs generated by Seeklight. Our experimentation suggests that the tool 
performs best with:

•	 visual media containing textual context
•	 textual documents uploaded at the item level
•	 low- to no-context images.
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The tool was less effective for folder-level materials and image collections where existing item-level 
description could not be easily incorporated into Seeklight.

Our goal during our Charter Membership term is to identify which metadata fields can be reliably 
generated with minimal manual editing. One area of ongoing evaluation involves the remediation 
required for LCSH. Our digital collections site currently contains approximately 60,000 assets using 
LCSH, making interoperability between manually created and AI-generated records an important 
consideration.

Internally, we consider Seeklight as a workflow enhancement rather than a workflow replacement.  
The tool integrates into our existing local practices of metadata creation, rather than creating a separate 
AI-driven process. Adaption of Seeklight has not changed our descriptive standards or workflow 
sequence. Instead, the project has reinforced that human oversight remains essential for quality control, 
contextual accuracy, and maintenance of metadata interoperability across collections.

Leadership, Change Management, and Organizational Readiness

The Seeklight pilot has also reinforced broader strategic priorities within the library. Library leadership 
was not only the impetus for adapting Seeklight, but two members of the Library Leadership Team 
also designed the framework and workflow used for our launch. The use of Seeklight was framed as a 
strategic response to the imbalance between digitization output and metadata creation capacity, rather 
than simply a technology experiment. Project leadership, the director of technical services and the head 
archivist, intentionally positioned the project as a learning and exploration initiative, emphasizing that 
AI would augment rather than replace professional expertise.

This framing proved essential for effective organizational change management. Project staff responsible 
for manual metadata creation were invited to evaluate the tool critically and provide feedback based 
on their professional expertise. This approach strengthened the project by creating space for staff to 
experiment with the new tool, evaluate the efficiency of the workflow, and identify both strengths and 
limitations of AI-generated metadata, while maintaining professional standards and reducing anxiety 
about AI adoption.

Leadership’s willingness to listen to staff and trust in their expertise created a positive environment 
for experimentation and collaborative problem-solving. Early feedback from staff suggests that 
working with Seeklight increased comfort with AI tools and encouraged openness to new approaches, 
highlighting the role of pilot projects in building organizational readiness. Treating the pilot as an 
iterative learning process allowed the organization to move gradually toward informed decisions about 
AI-assisted workflows and future technology adoption.

Community Engagement and Collaborative Development

Participation as a Seeklight Charter Member has allowed the library to actively contribute to the 
development of the platform through monthly meetings and working groups. This collaborative 
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approach reflects an emerging model in which libraries participate in shaping AI technologies rather 
than simply adopting them. JSTOR has significantly developed the project since we joined the program 
in July 2025 and actively seeks input from participating Charter Members.

To date, we have participated in several focus groups centered around Personally Identifiable 
Information (PII) detection, the transcription tool, folder-level description, and Context Box prompting. 
Whether any of these ideas will develop further remains uncertain, but the community of practice 
has shown a strong commitment to both maximizing the potential of the tool in its current form and 
contributing to its continued development.

Organizational Constraints, Staffing, and Innovation

Our use of Seeklight came at a time of institutional instability, including vacancies in two key positions, 
metadata coordinator and digitization specialist, which required staff to redistribute responsibilities 
and cross-train across departments. Instead of delaying experimentation, the team designed workflows 
that allowed the project to proceed while maintaining oversight and quality control.

Because we positioned Seeklight as a workflow enhancement rather than a replacement, we were able 
to integrate the tool into our existing infrastructure and training and continue moving collections 
through production. Most of the work involved in adapting the tool centered on establishing our usage 
philosophy and developing assessment strategies. Learning to use the Seeklight upload interface 
and editing metadata within the platform required relatively little effort from staff and virtually no 
retraining because the process relied primarily on existing expertise. Early observations indicate that 
AI-assisted workflows increase descriptive productivity. To date, the use of Seeklight has increased 
metadata production by approximately three times its previous rate.

This project demonstrates that innovation can continue even during periods of staffing and budget 
constraints, particularly when supported by flexible workflows and collaborative leadership. 
Investments in exploratory initiatives such as Seeklight can generate organizational learning, cross-
department collaboration, and new professional skills, extending benefits beyond the immediate 
technological outcomes of the project.

Conclusion

The Seeklight pilot project demonstrates how academic libraries can responsibly explore AI as 
part of broader efforts to expand access to archival and special collections. As many institutions 
experience the growing imbalance between digitization output and descriptive capacity, AI-assisted 
metadata generation offers a promising approach for accelerating baseline description and improving 
discoverability. Our experience with Seeklight suggests that, when thoughtfully integrated into existing 
workflows, AI tools can function as meaningful workflow enhancements that support, rather than 
replace, professional expertise.
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Several key insights emerged from this case study. First, the pilot confirmed that AI-assisted metadata 
creation is most effective when implemented as a hybrid human–AI workflow. Across the collections 
tested, Seeklight generated useful baseline titles and descriptions, particularly for visual materials 
containing textual elements and for collections with limited contextual information. Authority control, 
contextual interpretation, and metadata standardization, however, continued to require professional 
intervention. These findings reinforce the importance of maintaining human oversight and professional 
judgment within AI-assisted descriptive practices.

Second, the project highlighted the critical role of leadership and change management in the successful 
adoption of emerging technologies. Leadership framing was essential in shaping how the project was 
received by staff. By positioning Seeklight as a pilot and learning initiative rather than a mandated 
technological shift, library leadership created space for experimentation while maintaining confidence 
in existing professional standards. This approach helped energize project participants—including 
catalogers, archivists, and managers—while also reducing anxiety about AI among team members. The 
project further demonstrated that meaningful technological change benefits from actively involving 
staff whose expertise and daily work are most directly affected. Looping human expertise into the 
evaluation and refinement of AI-generated metadata proved essential both for maintaining metadata 
quality and for fostering organizational engagement with the technology.

Third, participation in the Seeklight Charter Member program underscored the value of collaborative 
development and professional community engagement. By contributing feedback through focus groups 
and working groups, participating institutions helped shape the evolving capabilities of the tool. This 
model reflects a broader shift in which libraries play an active role in guiding the development of 
emerging technologies rather than simply adopting them after implementation.

The project also demonstrated that innovation can continue under conditions of organizational 
constraint, including staffing vacancies and resource limitations. Because Seeklight could be 
incorporated into existing workflows with relatively little technical overhead, the pilot proceeded 
despite institutional instability. In doing so, the project fostered new forms of collaboration between 
Archives and Technical Services and created opportunities for staff to develop familiarity with emerging 
AI tools.

More broadly, the Seeklight pilot suggests that the integration of AI into archival workflows should 
be understood as an organizational and professional transformation process, rather than solely 
as a technical implementation. Effective adoption depends on leadership support, collaborative 
experimentation, and the continued importance of human expertise in interpreting and validating 
machine-generated outputs. As AI tools continue to evolve, libraries will need to develop governance 
frameworks, evaluation practices, and professional competencies that allow them to incorporate these 
technologies responsibly.

Future research is needed to better understand the long-term impact of AI-assisted metadata 
generation on archival discovery, metadata quality, and researcher use of digital collections.  
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Additional work should also examine how AI tools perform across a wider range of archival formats 
and descriptive contexts, particularly for complex or hierarchical materials that remain difficult for 
automated systems to interpret.

Ultimately, the Seeklight pilot illustrates that responsible experimentation with AI can help academic 
libraries address long-standing barriers to archival access while reinforcing the professional values that 
guide digital stewardship. When approached as a collaborative, human-centered process, AI-assisted 
description has the potential to expand discovery, support scalable metadata creation, and enable 
libraries to make more of their unique collections visible to the communities they serve.
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in Academic and Research Libraries
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Ebook evidence-based acquisition (EBA) models have emerged as an important strategy for 
providing broad access to ebook content while preserving librarian autonomy and agency. As 
opposed to demand-driven acquisition programs, which have received significant study within the 
collection management literature, EBA programs are less researched. A survey of academic and 
research librarians’ experiences with EBA was conducted to explore adoption decisions, motivations, 
management, selection, and overall impressions of EBA programs. Results suggest that EBA 
programs are becoming more popular and that motivations for their adoption are varied. The results 
underscore notable challenges and preferences in terms of budgeting, management, and title and 
program selection. Further work is suggested to deepen the profession’s understanding of how EBA 
programs fit within multiple ebook acquisition approaches.

Introduction

Ebooks have become increasingly common in academic libraries over the last two decades, with the 
uptake accelerating because of COVID lockdowns.1 During this time, new models of ebook monograph 
acquisition—made possible by the new format—came into existence, including demand-driven 
acquisition (DDA) and evidence-based acquisition (EBA) alongside more established and “traditional” 
models, such as packages and firm orders.2 DDA programs have reached a level of maturity, while at 
the same time evolving considering changes in the marketplace and publisher offerings (e.g., changes in 
short-term loan allowances). The DDA model is well studied, but EBA is a newer collection method, so 
the literature regarding it is limited.3

EBA models, sometimes referred to as evidence-based selection or user-based collection management 
models, are monograph-purchasing models in which a library licenses access to a large corpus of 
ebooks, usually from a single publisher, for a set period, typically a year. At the end of the term, the 
library selects titles for which to acquire permanent access, using the funds pledged in advance. EBA 
has emerged as a compromise between pure demand-driven approaches to ebook acquisitions and 
individual selection.4 These models allow for some cost containment while also providing a wide range 
of content and flexibility in selection, along with more publisher revenue stability. These advantages 
may be coupled with potential negative aspects, including low return on investment (ROI), time- and 
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resource-consuming management of multiple publisher plans, and content limitations on the part of 
publishers that exclude most popular titles.

The National Information Standards Organization (NISO), in partnership with vendors, publishers, 
and librarians, has developed best practices relating to DDA of monographs.5 The standard addresses 
a wide array of germane issues, including the management of discovery or candidate records at both 
the institutional and consortial levels, service implementation (to more transaction-based services 
for vendors, including the introduction of new features such as usage purchase triggers), and better 
measurement of usage. The NISO standard makes some reference to EBA, as a variant or alternative of 
the DDA model, but there were few EBA implementations, aside from some experiments, at the time of 
the NISO publication (e.g., University of Denver, Brigham-Young and the Orbis Cascade Alliance are 
notable examples in the 2014–2015 period). Our findings suggest that a set of more widely shared best 
practices or standards for EBA would benefit the library community, particularly standardized usage 
data calculation and reporting by vendors.

Literature Review

Early experiments with EBA frequently refer to this model in different terms, for example, as a sunk 
cost model, rather than specifically as “EBA.”6 Although the term was used earlier to denote general 
data-driven collections strategies for collection development,7 the first mentions of EBA as we know it 
occurred at conferences in 2014,8 journals in 2015,9 and collection development references and guides 
in 2016.10 Almost all of the literature since has consisted of case studies primarily focusing on the 
technical issues of implementing EBA or overall performance of the plan.11

The focus of this study is the issues surrounding selection of EBA programs, management of said 
programs, identification of individual titles for purchase from those programs, and renewal or 
cancellation of programs. Although many of these articles offer glimpses of the libraries’ methods, only 
three recent articles report substantially on them.12

EBA Program Selection and Strategy

Carrico et al. provide a good overall set of considerations when beginning an EBA plan, including:

•	 Is the primary goal access, ownership, or a combination of both?
•	 Does the library’s primary goal include a greater ROI for purchased ebooks and/or streaming 

videos?
•	 Do the librarians prefer unmediated user-driven acquisition models or some mediation in 

purchasing decisions?
•	 Are current ebook subscription packages providing value to users through repeat use, justifying 

annual expenditures?
•	 Are librarian-selected individual ebook titles seeing enough usage to justify their purchase?
•	 Are there specific publishers whose content is highly valued and consistently used?13
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Although some studies note that they chose their specific EBA programs using general criteria, such as 
number of titles or affordability, a couple describe using formal rubrics to select their EBA programs. 
The majority of articles on EBA that comment on how the programs were selected mention a preference 
for the inclusion of a large number of titles and an affordable price point. Pilgrim and Dolabaille, 
reporting on their EBA work at the Alma Jordan Library (AJL) at the University of the West Indies,  
St. Augustine Campus in 2019, describe the use of a more sophisticated rubric:

•	 Subject scope: coverage of subject areas was important because the St. Augustine Campus offered 
a wide range of courses. It was suggested that the broadest range of titles would be the best option 
when selecting an EBA program.

•	 Quantity and currency: the number of titles and currency of the collection. The collection chosen 
needed to be current and not include too many dated publications.

•	 Patron access: the duration of the program during which time patrons would have access to the 
titles.

•	 Vendor relationship: the existing relationship with the vendor.14

Pilgrim and Dolabaille note that they were aware of a different rubric created by Robbeloth, Ragucci, 
and DeShazo to choose EBA programs for the Orbis Cascade Alliance of libraries. However, Pilgrim 
and Dolabaille chose not to use it. That previously published rubric included the following criteria: 
“diversity of publishers, DRM [Digital Rights Management]-free, ILL [Interlibrary Loan] rights, price 
and title stability, ADA [American Disability Act] compliance, interface quality, record management, 
usage report quality, deposit amount, (title) pricing, and total cost.”15

Title Selection

Title selection was not mentioned or only briefly touched on in almost all of the twenty-eight EBA-
related publications reviewed for this article. Most authors reported selecting in an automated fashion, 
beginning with the most used titles and continuing downward until the commitment is exhausted. 
However, Jacobs and Hellman document the development of more involved title selection criteria and 
process rubric for selection from their EBA programs at San Francisco State University.16 The criteria 
combine usage, including usage patterns over time, multiple alternate usage counts, cost-per-use (CPU) 
calculations, and subject selector picks. General collections staff purchased high-use titles preferentially 
and then provided more sophisticated usage indicators for the selectors to aid in their selection among 
mid-use titles. Pilgrim and Dolabaille developed a similar process at their library; acquisitions staff 
create lists of unowned titles sorted by main subject disciplines for selection by the liaison librarian. 
Pilgrim and Dolabaille state:

Although there was no evidence in the literature of the liaison librarian’s involvement in the 
selection process, [Jacobs & Hellman, 2023 having not yet seen print], at the AJL, it was 
important to include these stakeholders because of their thorough knowledge of the subject 
collections and their core responsibility of collection development.17
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Before focusing on the EBA program renewal decision process for their consortium, which was the main 
thrust of their article, Birchhall, Devarenne, and Wegmann briefly describe their title selection process:

For selecting titles to add to our permanent collection at the end of the EBA period, we collect 
data on title usage, overlap with print and electronic holdings, and number of Orbis Cascade 
Alliance libraries holding the title to indicate ILL availability. This data is used on a title level to 
select items and not used to evaluate the EBA program as whole.18

Whether this analysis is done by the subject librarian or collection manager varies by library but is 
nearly omnipresent.

EBA Program Evaluation

To evaluate EBA programs, Birchhall, Devarenne, and Wegmann focused on comparability not only 
between their two EBA programs, but between EBA programs and other subscription services. To 
that end, they analyzed what data they could extract from EBA programs, what they could learn from 
it, and how it would affect the renewal decision-making. In the end, they produced reports that listed 
unique titles used, percentage of collection used, usage distribution, and number of titles by usage 
(under fifty) that they provided to their decision-makers.19 Jacobs and Hellman20 considered some of 
the same metrics, but hit difficulty with the opacity of COUNTER usage reports, particularly because 
they are affected by the EBA platform and individual vendor decisions on which clicks count. These 
considerations are echoed in many of the responses we received to our survey, as each library with EBA 
programs discovers the complexities of making best use of them. However, there is little evidence of 
research conducted to learn what other libraries are doing, through the literature or informally.

Methods

This study presents the results of a survey of librarians at a wide range of academic libraries. The 
researchers created and distributed the survey using Qualtrics in the summer of 2024. Survey results 
and codebook are available via Mendeley.21 The survey and study were submitted to the institutional 
review board (IRB) of Emory University, and it was determined that the study was exempt from IRB 
approval. The researchers distributed the survey via several professional forums and email lists.22 
The survey was open from July 10, 2024, to August 26, 2024. Participants were given the option of 
including their names and email addresses for possible follow-up interviews, and institution names 
were collected to ensure that only one response per institution was counted for quantitative results. 
Participant and institutional identities were not used in the analysis of responses, although relevant 
characteristics of the institutions, such as student full-time equivalent (FTE), were considered when 
reviewing results. If more than one response was given from an institution, the numerical responses 
from the higher-ranking position, typically the department head, were used, but free text responses 
from all surveys were included in the analysis. Survey results were cleaned in Microsoft Excel to remove 
uncompleted surveys and to facilitate analysis. Examples of cleanup steps taken include normalizing 
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spellings, removing extraneous text from responses that asked for numbers, and converting numbers 
from words to numerals. Calculations and visualizations were made using Excel.

RESULTS

Institutional Characteristics and Ebook Practices

The survey yielded eighty-four completed surveys with results from eighty-one unique institutions.  
As shown in table 1, participants (n 5 81) represented a variety of Carnegie Classification institution 
types, but the largest number of participants was from those with R1 classifications (44.4 percent).  
R2 institutions were also strongly represented (27.2 percent), but relatively few participants were from 
master’s-only granting institutions (7.4 percent), baccalaureate-only granting institutions (9.8 percent), 
or community colleges (1.2 percent). A final 9.9 percent were from outside of the United States and did 
not fall neatly into these categories.

Table 1. Breakdown of Research Level of Survey Respondents

Classification Count Percentage
Community college   1 1.2%

Baccalaureate-only granting institution   8 9.9%

Master’s-only granting institution   6 7.4%

R2 doctoral granting institution 22 27.2%

R1 doctoral granting institution 36 44.4%

Other (if outside of United States)   8 9.9%

Figure 1 shows the student FTE distributions. The largest number of participants was from institutions 
with a student FTE greater than 20,000 (42 percent). Medium-size institutions with a student FTE 

Figure 1. Institutional makeup of survey respondents in terms of FTE.
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of 15,000 to 20,000 were also well represented (20 percent), with the remaining smaller institutions. 
Collection budgets at those institutions varied widely, but the largest portion had collections budgets in 
the $1 to $5 million range (39.5 percent) or $5 to $10 million range (19.8 percent). Table 2 shows the 
full collection budget distributions.

Table 2. Breakdown of Overall Collections Budgets of Survey Respondents

Collections Budget No. of Respondents Percentage

$1 million or less 10 12.3%

$1 to $5 million 32 39.5%

$5 to 10 million 16 19.8%

$10 to $15 million 11 13.6%

$15 to $20 million   7 8.6%

Greater than $20 million   2 2.5%

Other (non-US currency)   3 3.7%

Although the survey focused primarily on EBA programs, only sixty-nine of the eighty-one participants 
(85.2 percent) said their institution was currently participating in an EBA. A majority of participants 
who responded to the question (n 5 80) reported having discontinued at least one EBA in the past five 
years (55.5 percent). Five participants (6.2 percent) reported that their institution did not currently have 
an EBA but had discontinued at least one in the past five years. Seven participants (8.8 percent) reported 
their institution had neither participated in nor discontinued an EBA in the past five years. Because our 
survey was distributed preferentially to librarians managing EBA programs, the actual percentage of 
libraries without EBA programs is likely significantly higher. Survey participants (n 5 81) were asked a 
series of questions about their ebook collection practices. When asked to estimate the percentage of their 
collections budget that went toward ebooks, most reported spending less than 20 percent on ebooks 
(82.7 percent); the most common amount selected was 5 to 10 percent of the collection budget (33.3 
percent). Participants were asked to estimate how their ebook spending was split across four common 
acquisition methods: firm orders, EBA programs, DDA programs, and packages. Practices varied widely; 
on average, packages claimed the biggest portion of ebook funds, but some institutions spent more on 
firm orders or EBA programs (see table 3). EBA programs typically claimed between 5 and 35 percent of 
funds, but some spent much more and, as noted earlier, some did not participate in any EBA programs.

Table 3. Ebook Acquisition Models Reported By Survey Respondents

Ebook Acquisition Model Minimum/Maximum Mean Standard Deviation Median
Firm orders (n 5 81) 0%/100% 23% 22.8 16%

Evidence-based acquisition (n 5 81) 20%/80% 22% 19.7 20%

Demand-driven acquisition 0%/75% 7.6% 11.5 2%

Ebook subscriptions/packages (n 5 81) 0%/100% 37.6% 29.4 32%

Other 0%/64% 4.2% 11.5 0%

Note: Although not specifically delineated or suggested, “other” might include ebook approvals.
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Individual respondents provided estimates of proportions of ebook budgets dedicated to various 
available acquisition strategies. Surveyed libraries still dedicate substantial percentages of their budgets 
to firm orders. In terms of the balance between DDA and EBA, EBA seems to be preferred. As one R1 
respondent noted, EBA is preferred over DDA from several positions: “(1) predictability of cost, (2) 
entire ebook frontlists from subject-diverse publishers, (3) no DRM, [and] (4) helping selectors free 
their time to focus on selections from smaller/more diverse publishers” (R1, .20,000 FTE).

Most respondents currently participating in at least one EBA (n 5 66) indicated they participate in 
more than one (84.8 percent). Figure 2 shows the distribution of number of EBA programs, with the 
mode (31.8 percent) participating in two EBA programs and some participating in many more. Several 
participants commented on the number of EBA programs at their institutions, with one participant 
saying, “We would like to expand our EBA programs in coming years but are limited by budget cuts” 
(R1, 15,000–20,000 FTE). The commenter who noted a desire to grow these plans was motivated by 
a “diminishing level of engagement in collection development by subject librarians” with the “modest 
firm order allocation . . . not getting spent by selectors” (R1, 15,000–20,000 FTE).

Participants at institutions currently enrolled in an EBA program (n 5 69) reported many variations of 
EBA programs, with almost half participating in at least one consortia EBA (46.4 percent) and slightly 
more than half reporting participating in a multipublisher EBA (50.7 percent). Regarding consortial 
EBA programs, one participant wrote, “In addition to local plans with locally allocated budget, we 
benefit from additional EBA programs through a consortium without contributing any local funds” (R1, 
.20,000 FTE).

Figure 3 displays responses from participants (n 5 66) when asked when their institution began its 
first EBA. The earliest reported was 2010. Most likely, this EBA was an early experiment with an 

Figure 2. Number of EBA programs currently in use (at time of survey).
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upfront deposit and not referred to as an EBA, except in retrospect. There was a bump in 2016, with 
ten (15.2 percent) reporting starting their first EBA that year. The most cited year of starting a first EBA 
was 2020 (24.2 percent). This start date could be attributed to the pandemic, although when asked 
regarding motivations, the “response to closure” scored last. Full details are displayed in figure 3.

Respondents were asked about their motivations for adopting an EBA. Responses (n 5 69) are 
represented in figure 4. A desire to “expand access” was the most common response (84.1 percent), 
followed by wanting to “align to user needs” (71.0 percent), and “save selection time” (50.7 percent). 
A desire to “increase eBook use” (23.2 percent) or “diversify collections” (24.6 percent) was reported 
by fewer participants, although one did comment, “EBA programs are a way to provide a diverse array 
of books to users to cover subject areas that might not have seen recent attention by librarians” (R1, 
15,000–20,000 FTE). Only ten institutions (14.5 percent) reported starting their first EBA in “response 
to library closures (e.g., COVID),” despite more institutions reporting they started their first EBA 
in 2020, the first year of COVID-related library closures. Some did comment that COVID closures 
encouraged them to expand use of EBA programs. One reported, “I was initially skeptical of EBAs, and I 
admit that the first one we did was experimental, but the pandemic really pushed us into more of these, 
and I think to the good” (R1, .20,000 FTE).

EBA Plan Evaluation and Motivations

Participants who reported currently participating in an EBA were asked about their motivations for 
starting their initial EBA, selecting all applicable motivations from a list of choices. Participants were 
also asked about factors considered when evaluating whether to begin an EBA and rated them on a scale 

Figure 3. Date of library’s first EBA.
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of 1 (not that important) to 5 (very important). Results are available in figure 5. The most important 
factors, with mean scores between 4 and 5, were deposit cost and alignment with the library’s current 
collection areas. Other important factors, with average ratings between 3 and 4, included:

•	 copyright years included
•	 availability of MARC records
•	 filling of collection gaps
•	 completeness of corpus
•	 ease of selection process
•	 price of individual ebooks
•	 access to backfile content

Less important factors for EBA evaluation, with means between 2 and 3, were EBA management 
through a third-party vendor (nonpublisher direct), customization, and duplication with the print 
collection. Some participants reported the importance of balancing several factors related to cost, 
collection development, and management. As one wrote: “It is very important when I consider an EBA 
whether it is accessible through my knowledge base; how much it costs; and how much content (and 
copyright years) is included” (baccalaureate only, 1,000–5,000 FTE).

Management criteria were also emphasized by another respondent as a principal factor for evaluation:

EBAs are most difficult to manage when the publisher does NOT work with our primary book 
vendor, as it is difficult for our selectors to know/remember what titles are included in the EBA, if 
the indicators are not in the book selection/ordering system. (R1, 15,000–20,000 FTE)

Figure 4. Motivating factors for adopting an EBA.
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EBA Title Selection and Renewal or Discontinuation

Participants were asked about practices for selecting titles for perpetual access at the end of the EBA 
evaluation period. Participants (n 5 68) were asked who was responsible for title selection and were 
allowed to choose more than one option (table 4). Most reported selection was done by a collections 
librarian (86.8 percent). A third reported that subject or liaison librarians were involved (35.3 percent). 
Fewer reported involving other technical service staff (22.1 percent) or selected other (20.6 percent). 
Only one reported having nobody assigned (1.5 percent).

Participants were asked about what factors they used for selecting titles and were asked to score the 
importance of criteria on a scale of 1 (not considered at all) to 5 (very important). These results are 
available in figure 6. Current year usage was the most important factor, with a mean rating of 4.5. 
Relatively important criteria, with mean ratings between 3 and 4, were whether titles had been used or 
adopted for courses, whether there was access to the title through another database, whether there was 
evidence for use over time, whether the titles aligned to collection needs, and how use was distributed 
throughout the year. The least important factors—with mean scores between 2 and 3—were CPU, 
subject/liaison librarian feedback, format/type of book, and duplication with print ownership.

When participants (n 5 68) were asked what statistics were used to guide decision-making, almost all 
reported using the vendor-provided reports (95.6 percent). Some calculated CPU (38.2 percent) and 
fewer pulled their own COUNTER statistics (22.1 percent). Only five reported using another form of 
locally harvested usage data (7.4 percent). Although most respondents reported use of vendor data such 
as COUNTER reports in evaluating selections and/or renewals, other metrics such as historical denial 
(turnaway) data, more granular usage data (e.g., unique title requests, not just total title requests), 
and longitudinal data (e.g., data over multiple EBA periods or cycles) were identified as potentially 

Figure 5. Factors that influence the choice of an EBA (means, 1–5 scale).
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important in overall EBA assessment. Some librarians have developed complex approaches to title 
selection, but cost-effectiveness and ROI remain paramount factors for overall plan assessment.

Participants who prioritized the speed and ease of the selection focused solely on use. A typical response 
noted, “We pretty much go by the total usage as reported by the vendor when deciding which ebooks 
to purchase at the end of the year.” Although saving selection time was given as a reason for many 
libraries to begin an EBA, several comments about title selection noted that the selection process could 
be difficult. One noted, “I think it was overall a good deal, but the selection process was more time 
consuming than I expected.” Another reported that for one of their EBA programs, “as the years go on, it 
is harder to find ebooks to purchase in the EBA as high use ones are already owned” (R1, .20,000 FTE).

Table 4. Responsibility for Selecting Titles at End of EBA Period

Role No. of Respondents*

Collections librarian 59

Subject librarian/liaison librarian 24

Technical service staff 15

Other (multiple groups for review, continuing resources groups, acquisitions, graduate student for 
collection management, etc.)

14

No one assigned 1

Total 113

*Number of responses is greater than the number of survey respondents (n 5 81) due to the ability to choose multiple responses.

Participants were asked about their decisions to renew or cancel their EBA programs (figure 7). They were 
asked to rate factors in these decisions on a scale of 1 (not that important) to 5 (very important). The two 
most important factors, with mean scores greater than 4, were the overall CPU for the EBA and whether 
there was a deposit increase. The proportion of titles used, difficulty in management, and whether there 
was a change in available content were somewhat important, with mean scores in the 3 to 4 range.

As noted earlier, a majority of participants (n 5 44) reported that they had discontinued an EBA in the 
past. They were asked for their reasons for doing so and were allowed to select more than one option. 
The most common reason, as shown in figure 8, for cancellation was low overall use (63.6 percent), 
with budget cuts given as the second most common reason (38.6 percent). Difficulty with management 
(25.0 percent) and large cost increases (18.2 percent) were selected less frequently. Many participants 
volunteered other reasons for discontinuing the programs. Several reported changes to programs’ 
contents or costs, but others noted that the program had “run its course” or that they had otherwise 
selected the titles they wanted to collect and “a second year was not necessary.”

DISCUSSION

EBA has become a substantial and legitimate component of ebook acquisition strategy at many 
institutions because it balances wide access to ebook content while allowing for individual selection and 
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Figure 6. Factors for making end-of-term EBA selections (means, 1–5 scale).

perpetual access.23 One respondent concluded: “As a large, diverse, research-intensive university, EBAs 
offer us excellent ROI as well as flexibility and purchasing based on evidence of use” (R1, .20,000 
FTE). However, motivations for implementation of EBA programs alongside other models, including 
packages, firm orders, and demand-driven models, vary.

Although issues of content, duplication, use, access, research and curricular alignment, and data needs 
for evaluation all factor into adoption and evaluation of EBA programs, perennial budget considerations 
remain of central importance. As many respondents noted, budget control and budget predictability 
make EBA programs attractive and allow for greater access at a lower cost. Yet, these plans are managed 
as recurring subscriptions (frequently with regular market increases) that must be evaluated and 
assessed for their ROI and balanced against other collection needs. In several cases, EBA programs 
were abandoned because of being no longer fruitful as all relevant titles were chosen.

An important caveat is that our data is limited to a single point in time. The prevalence of EBA adoption 
we saw may be an artifact of our distribution methods and respondents. Future studies might inquire 
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Figure 7. Factors that influence renewal of an EBA (means, 1–5 scale).

whether these proportions have significantly changed over time and expand the survey distribution 
further. Interestingly, packages continue to be the primary means of access to ebook content. 
However, the survey did not ask for a distinction between purchased or subscribed. As one respondent 
commented:

EBA plans with specific publishers as both an individual institution and a member of a 
consortium have been successful from several positions: 1. predictability of cost; 2. entire ebook 
frontlists from large, subject-diverse publishers; 3. no DRM; 4. helping selectors free their time to 
focus on selections from smaller/more diverse publishers. (R1, .20,000 FTE)
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Figure 8. Reasons for discontinuing an EBA.

Another respondent emphasized that DDA programs have run their course:

We have over the past two years expanded our EBA plans to new vendors and cancelled some due 
to cost increases and low usage. Overall EBAs are a better form of collection tool, than say DDAs 
because they provide more control over the spend. I do wish University Presses would be get [sic] 
more onboard with providing new content through EBAs. (R1, .20,000 FTE)

Although seeming to supplant the dominance of DDA, it appears that individual libraries may struggle 
with workflows and assessment as part of the EBA life cycle. As one respondent noted:

Overall, we value just-in-time collecting like EBA, and are trying to do more of it, but due to the 
staffing challenges and vendor-driven aspects of these particular plans, our approach is not as 
evidence-based or efficient as it probably could be. (R2, 10,000–15,000 FTE)

Another noted that DDA had been preferred over EBA due to efficiency issues:

We have generally preferred DDA plans to EBA plans because of the challenges in reviewing title 
and usage lists, particularly if they are bunched up at the end of the fiscal year. As we’ve gotten 
better at it (including streaming media EBA), this has lessened but is still a bandwidth challenge. 
(R2, 5,000–10,000 FTE)

With many libraries balancing multiple plans and managing multiple data reports and workflows 
for EBA programs, capacity and infrastructure become central issues (one respondent referred to 
these considerations as “bandwidth” issues). Management of EBA programs can be challenging and 
time-consuming (including title selection, duplication, records management). For example, initial 
EBA setups have multiple workflow decision nodes and multiple stakeholders and decision-makers. 
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Considerations include budget and cost, content and overlap, process and source of record retrieval 
(initial and ongoing content loads), and end-of-term purchases.

More specifically, the following emerged as key issues:

•	 Challenges for staff (e.g., technical services staff) due to variations in individual plans (publication 
dates included, MARC records delivery, term dates), selection deadlines, etc., all require local best 
practices and discussion.

•	 Adjustments to existing programs and assessment of EBA programs (e.g., content changes, ROI, 
adjustments to deposit) take time to perform.

•	 Renewal periods could be extended or terms extended to allow for more deliberate and careful 
selection of perpetual access titles and content adjustments, along with more standardized usage 
reporting.

Both our literature review and our survey found many libraries bringing subject librarians back into 
the ebook selection process with EBA after their exclusion from DDA programs. In many other cases, 
however, central collections staff handle selections.

As noted, evidence-based acquisitions (EBA) plans work similarly to DDA plans, but the titles 
are vetted by the subject librarian before determining whether the eBook accessed via short-term 
loan for the user should become a piece of the permanent collection. If DDA causes loss of identity 
for subject librarians as “selector,” EBA increases the selection value of the subject librarian . . . 
Subject librarians must be able to discern return on investment to ensure their budget allocation 
is used judiciously.24

Our results suggest that individual libraries and consortia should consider best practices around EBA 
programs, especially when managing multiple plans. Libraries should outline processes, workflows, and 
roles and responsibilities of staff across the EBA life cycle.25 In addition, clear criteria for the selection 
of titles and defined roles and responsibilities in management and selection would benefit library staff. 
One such model for end-of-term selection is by Hellman and Jacobs; the authors outline criteria and a 
decision tree for such decisions, which includes collection managers and subject teams.26 There could be 
a substantial opportunity for joint, collective publisher–library initiatives to develop standards, in line 
with the NISO DDA standards.

Birchhall, Devarenne, and Wegmann developed a set of prioritized data points for the annual 
comprehensive evaluation of their EBA that goes beyond traditional simple CPU or overlap with print 
and electronic holdings (both locally and for consortia).27 They used newer variables such as curricular 
importance, CPU book (not just CPU for the collection), ILL availability, and consortial availability, 
and prioritized these against traditional measures so that their two plans could be assessed in concert 
with each other.28 In support of this approach, several respondents argued that better technical support 
and more involved usage reports would certainly be welcome (e.g., more longitudinal data to assess 
long-term use, better duplication and deletion control, extended terms, fixed increases). Vendors and 
publishers should take these data points into consideration when providing data for selection.
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Conclusions and Future Research

This study focused on uptake of EBA programs by (a subset of) libraries in isolation. Further research—
both qualitative and quantitative—at a wider scale of participation may provide further insights and 
different patterns of EBA adoption and evaluation. In addition, our research did not delve into patterns 
of EBA adoption by library size and/or research level or classification (although we did receive a good 
number of responses across size and research level). Future investigations could potentially involve 
publisher aggregate data on EBA programs and trends to compare against librarian self-reporting of 
EBA adoption.

Considering the normalization of EBA as an ebook acquisitions strategy, another avenue of possible 
investigation is the effect of EBA on overall collection development. Usage patterns may be analyzed 
to investigate patron interests and new areas of concentration on campus. In addition, the increased 
popularity of EBA may have implications for resource-sharing. With a combination of candidate or 
access-only records and purchased records, there may be more complexity in fulfilling user requests 
across libraries. Learning how early adopters of EBA have developed long-term approaches to selection 
and renewal decisions would also be of interest. For instance, multiple respondents mentioned EBA 
programs losing value over time as the most used items are selected out. Is there an optimal length of 
time for subscriptions or length of pause before renewing to a refreshed corpus?

Vendor and publisher perspectives could be an area of future research as well. Best practices for 
managing EBA programs, reporting usage, and calculating optimal commitments as library budgets 
shrink have yet to be determined. The long-term profitability of EBA programs is also unknown.

Librarians have had to balance ebook access (and demand) with ownership in the face of constrained 
budgets. EBA has served as a model to mitigate some of these concerns, but it can be complicated due 
to the multiple issues of budget, selection, records management, evaluation, and stability. With that 
said, EBA could potentially be a more complex and sophisticated collection development tool than it 
currently is. Collaboration among publishers, vendors, and librarians should continue to develop to 
further facilitate management and effective assessment.
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“Unbury” the Book Chapter?
An Investigation of Library and Information Science Book Chapters from 
Edited Collections in Scholarly Indexes
Juleah Swanson

Publishing a book chapter in an edited collection carries a perception that doing so is akin to 
“burying” one’s work. This research investigates whether book chapters from edited collections 
within the field of library and information science suffer from discovery challenges in three indexing 
databases: Google Scholar, Web of Science Book Citation Index (BKCI), and Dimensions. Findings 
show a consistent lack of comprehensive indexing across all three indices. This research also sought to 
answer questions about open access and book chapters; due to the lack of discoverability of half of the 
book chapters, however, these questions could not be addressed. The results highlight concerns about 
the discoverability of book chapters within edited collections, particularly in the field of library and 
information science, while also examining potential avenues to increase discovery.

Introduction

A persistent metaphor of “burying one’s work” in relation to authoring a book chapter exists. This 
metaphor stems from an informal investigation that Dorothy Bishop, a professor of Developmental 
Neuropsychology at the University of Oxford, performed on her own research. In her exploration, 
Bishop found that when comparing citation counts of her journal articles versus book chapters, her 
book chapters received significantly fewer citations than her journal articles.1 Based on the outcomes of 
her investigation, Bishop jokingly writes, “If you write a chapter for an edited book, you might as well 
write the paper and then bury it in a hole in the ground.” In many disciplines, particularly in the social 
sciences and humanities, edited collections remain an important mode of scholarly communication. 
This article grapples with Bishop’s observations about book chapters and looks specifically at book 
chapters within edited collections from the field of library and information science (LIS).

An edited collection is a distinctive form of scholarly communication that includes chapters written 
by different authors and compiled and organized by an editor(s) into a cohesive collection.2 Edited 
collections can enable different authors to reflect on, further develop, and communicate with each 
other around a central topic or theme.3 Chapters are intended to convey ideas, and the collection—
read as a whole—conveys connections and intersections among the chapters. Some edited collections 
serve as important resources for students or practitioners who want to gain an overview of a field, and 
may be included in instruction or on syllabi due to their usefulness to students.4 In addition, when 
comparing edited collections versus monographs,5 edited collections see a higher citation average 
than monographs.6 Edited collections remain an important and distinctive form of scholarship for 
researchers and within academic library collections. In the field of LIS, from 2020 to 2024, the database 
Dimensions identified 1,420 edited books, defined as books with multiple authors and editor(s).7  
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This averaged 284 per year. During that same period, Dimensions identified only 1,158 LIS monographs 
or, on average, 232 books per year defined as distinctive from edited collections and generally on a 
single subject and often a single author.8 The higher average publication of edited collections over 
traditional monographs suggests the continued importance of edited collections within the field of LIS.

For scholars and authors, there is much debate over the advantages and disadvantages of authoring 
a book chapter for an edited collection. Advantages of writing a book chapter may include a higher 
acceptance rate than journal articles, the opportunity to publish alongside experts in one’s subfield, 
and the opportunity to engage with scholars on a shared topic and build relationships or future work 
together.9 Furthermore, if an edited collection is adopted into the curriculum, a chapter may find more 
readership than a journal article.10 However, as Bishop suggests, there are drawbacks and challenges 
in disseminating and discovering book chapters. Drawbacks of publishing scholarship in an edited 
collection relative to journal articles include lower citation counts, lower discoverability and readership 
at the book chapter level, less perceived prestige, a longer time to publication, and the perception of a 
less rigorous review process.11 In addition, the quality of many edited collections can suffer as a result 
of disparate chapters, lack of cohesion, and lack of cross-chapter communication, resulting in edited 
collections that fail to advance the field meaningfully.12

In a follow-up to Bishop’s piece, an article from The Scholarly Kitchen stated, “Journals long ago moved 
into the ‘article economy,’ shedding the volume/issue shell for searchable articles, in every way except 
citation construction and print delivery. Books remain in a packaging shell, with chapters trapped 
therein. There is no ‘chapter economy.’”13 Edited collections are designed to provide a unified collection 
of chapters that complement each other and are assembled in a single book, setting book chapters apart 
from journal articles. This structural requirement also poses challenges for book chapters in the digital 
environment that do not apply to journal articles, impacting discoverability. One significant example is 
the difference in use of identifiers for articles (digital object identifiers, or DOIs) versus books (ISBNs). 
The DOI is a persistent identifier that in part is designed to be interoperable among systems,14 and 
many of the major DOI registries such as Crossref allow open and freely available metadata for use 
and reuse. In contrast, the ISBN identification system is not based on free and open metadata.15 For 
example, Bowker is the official ISBN agency in the United States and maintains a proprietary database 
of metadata for publications with ISBNs and repackages and sells this metadata as commercial products 
such as the Books in Print database.16 Another drawback of the ISBN, as many librarians are aware, is 
a single title may be subject to multiple ISBNs depending on format, such as whether it is a hardcopy, 
paperback, or ebook.17

The development of the Book Citation Index (BKCI), launched in 2011 by Web of Science, aspired to 
make bibliographic data on books and book chapters more available to scholars.18 Early research on the 
BKCI found some significant limitations in what was indexed. For example, one study found that 83 
percent of the books included were published by commercial publishers, only 14 percent were published 
by university presses, and three commercial publishers represented half of the publications indexed.19 
A 2018 study found that although Google Scholar is particularly strong at providing journal and 
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conference proceedings bibliographic data, books and edited collections bibliographic data are prone 
to incorrect, incomplete, duplicated, and distributed data.20 Variations on title alone—from shortened 
titles to miscitations—further exacerbate issues in indexing book and book chapter citations.21 Book 
chapters continue to face ongoing challenges related to indexing, metadata, and discoverability—issues 
that are less common among journal articles.

Open access (OA), however, may increase the readership, discoverability, and attention metrics of book 
chapters. One study from the field of conservation biology found that there was a statistically significant 
citation advantage for book chapters available as OA versus non-OA book chapters.22 Another study by 
Michael Taylor theorized that one reason for these findings could be the disproportionate assignment of 
DOIs to book chapters among OA publishers.23 Taylor also found that OA chapters consistently received 
more altmetric attention than non-OA chapters.24

When considering OA status for book chapters, however, the environment is often more complicated 
than for journal articles or even monographs. A report from the British Academy on the current state 
of OA for book chapters highlights that although OA for journal articles has become widespread, 
OA for book chapters is still relatively rare.25 In the United Kingdom, three-fourths of book chapters 
submitted in the 2014 Research Excellence Framework survey were found to be outputs from publicly 
funded research projects.26 As funder mandates for OA expand, there is a need to look closer at forms of 
scholarship beyond journal articles, as book chapters remain a consistent form of research output, some 
of which are results of publicly funded research.

Authors face numerous challenges to publishing their book chapters as OA. Publisher policies on 
book chapters are more difficult to track down than journal articles, and although a small number of 
publishers are responsible for issuing large portions of all book chapters, the long tail of publishers is 
substantial.27 In addition, it is common for prominent scholars to be invited to contribute to an edited 
collection in hopes of bolstering the interest and marketability of a book. Yet, prevalent author-pay 
models supporting OA publication contradict the common invited-author practice.28 An OA model that 
supports edited collections would need to grapple with the question of whether an invited author would 
be expected to fund the publication costs of the book chapter they were asked to write. Once published, 
authors may face challenges with tracking usage metrics of an OA book or book chapter across 
platforms.29 Promisingly, though, among authors who have previously published an OA monograph, 
the majority have also published at least one OA chapter in an otherwise non-OA book, suggesting that 
efforts related to OA monographs could also be beneficial to authors publishing book chapters in edited 
collections.30

Librarians face financial conundrums with OA book chapters. Libraries and institutions have already 
faced the issue of “double dipping” within hybrid journals, where publishers receive payment for both 
a journal subscription and an article processing charge to publish articles within a paywalled journal as 
OA.31 Libraries may be resistant to pay for the full cost of a monograph in which some of the chapters 
are made available as OA. Publishers may need to devise complicated pricing models for each titled 
depending on the amount of OA chapters in each work.32
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Many of the initiatives libraries engage in to support OA are geared toward the journal article, whether 
it is libraries providing financial support to faculty and students to pay for article processing charges 
(APCs) or through transformative agreements that negotiate provisions for OA publication of articles by 
the institution’s authors within license agreements for journal subscriptions. There are some initiatives 
to address OA monographs through library subvention funds that pay for the publication of an author’s 
monograph as OA, or through collective purchasing initiatives, such as Knowledge Unlatched, in which 
libraries contribute funds to support the publication of a collection of ebooks as OA. Yet there has been little 
attention to book chapters, particularly those in edited collections, as a unit to consider for OA initiatives.

Research Questions

This research was inspired by Michael C. Calver and J. Stuart Bradley’s study from conservation biology 
that found a statistically significant citation advantage for book chapters available as OA compared with 
non-OA book chapters.33 Their study found that the mean number of citations for OA book chapters was 
at least twice as high as non-OA book chapters.34

The author applied Calver and Bradley’s work to the field of LIS to investigate whether LIS book 
chapters also demonstrated an OA citation advantage.

The author additionally sought to explore questions about book chapters in the field of LIS, namely:

•	 To what extent are book chapters from edited collections in the field of LIS indexed?
•	 To what extent are book chapters from edited collections in the field of LIS available as OA?

Methodology

Although the author was inspired by the research questions and findings of Calver and Bradley, the 
methodology used to reach their conclusions on book chapters in the field of conservation biology were 
limited in some respects. Calver and Bradley selected for inclusion in their study four titles from the 
field of conservation biology, published in different years, and verified as available as ebooks. None of 
the titles were fully OA; titles ranged from 5 to 17 percent available as OA based on chapter count. All 
titles were edited collections with multiple authors at the chapter level.

In order to explore a similar research question as Calver and Bradley—plus the additional research 
questions—the author designed this study differently. This research was scoped to examine edited 
collections published within LIS within a specific copyright year. To identify publications within 
the LIS, the author used the Library of Congress Classification (LCC) system Class Z, which covers 
bibliography, library science, and information resources.35 The author selected the copyright year 2015 
to examine, to have at least five years from publication at the time of data collection.

The author used the ProQuest Oasis purchasing database to identify an initial set of edited collections to 
examine.36 To create a search query in Oasis, the following parameters were selected: titles falling under 
the LCC Class Z* and a copyright year of 2015. The author specified book type “edited compilation” and 
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excluded edited compilations that were reprints of previously published journal articles. The search 
query was designed to filter out unwanted results and to ensure that only relevant titles meeting the 
specified criteria were included in the search results. This generated a list of books with a copyright year 
of 2015, LCC Class Z, and defined as an “edited compilation.” Despite the query specifications intended 
to filter out such results, some titles in the dataset were compilations of previously published journal 
articles. The author manually identified and excluded these from analysis. The results from Oasis 
included title-level and not chapter-level data. The author compiled and exported date as an Excel file.

To compile the dataset of book chapters, the author used the book titles found in the Oasis dataset 
and manually searched each book individually in OCLC FirstSearch to obtain a table of contents of the 
book. The table of contents data—including book chapter titles and authors—was then compiled into a 
comprehensive dataset. If table of contents data was not available in FirstSearch, the author conducted 
an online search to locate the table of contents for each book. The final dataset—the manually compiled 
dataset of book chapters from books published in 2015 and classed as LCC Class Z—has been deposited 
and is available in CU Scholar.37

The author first searched Google Scholar to identify whether the chapter was indexed, and if so, 
whether the chapter was available as OA. This required manual, chapter-by-chapter searching. Book 
chapter titles were searched in Google Scholar using the bibliographic data identified in WorldCat First 
Search table of contents. In the majority of cases, this bibliographic information included author names. 
Not all book chapter titles included authors, however, and some titles included extraneous bibliographic 
information, such as chapter numbers or book subsection headings. For the purpose of this research, 
the author defined a chapter as OA in Google Scholar if the chapter was accessible via a repository, 
publisher site, or OA ebook aggregator without a paywall. The author manually verified access to 
establish whether the content was available under the earlier conditions. The author collected data from 
October 21, 2021, through April 22, 2022.

After analyzing the Google Scholar results, the author identified additional indexing sources. This 
comparison would address the author’s curiosity as to whether other sources provide superior or 
different results compared with Google Scholar. The indexing sources—Web of Science BKCI and 
Dimensions—were selected because of the author’s access to these sources through their institutional 
subscriptions and both sources’ inclusion of and ability to identify edited book chapters as a format. The 
author acknowledges that other scholars may use different sources than the BKCI and Dimensions to 
identify scholarship in the field of LIS.

In both Dimensions and the BKCI, the author used the advanced search functionality to search by ISBN 
to retrieve all book- and book chapter-level results for the ISBN. The author searched both indices 
on February 7, 2025. OA chapters were identified through OA indicators in both indices’ datasets. 
Dimensions categorizes OA articles and book chapters as Gold, Hybrid, Bronze, or Green.38 Web of 
Science categorizes OA articles and book chapters as Gold, Green, and Free to Read with additional 
subcategories for each.39 Results for book-level bibliographic data were removed, and only results at the 
chapter level were analyzed. Basic statistical methods were used to analyze the data.
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Results

The author’s findings and ability to address the initial research questions were ultimately impacted 
by the discoverability of the book chapters in the indices searched. To investigate the extent to which 
book chapters from edited collections in the field of LIS are indexed, the author searched 1,500 eligible 
book chapters from 90 edited collections across Google Scholar, BKCI, and Dimensions. Of 1,500 book 
chapters, 750—only 50 percent—book chapters were found across the three sources. Conversely, 750 
(50 percent) book chapters were not found to be indexed in any of the three sources (figure 1). Both 
the BKCI and Dimensions had low percentages of book chapters indexed, 7 percent and 9 percent, 
respectively. Google Scholar had the highest number of book chapters indexed in total (737) and 
uniquely (521). BKCI had twelve chapters uniquely found in its index, whereas Dimensions had only 
one unique title. Nearly all of the titles found in both citation indices were also found in Google Scholar. 
Only one chapter was found to be indexed in all three indices, and there was no overlap in titles in BKCI 
and Dimensions and not Google Scholar (figure 2).

Figure 1. Comparison of book chapters searched and indexed.
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Because of the significant lack of discoverability of the book chapters in all of the indexing sources, 
investigation of the additional research questions was hindered. The author had intended to explore the 
extent to which book chapters from edited collections are available as OA and whether book chapters 
available as OA had a statistically significant citation advantage in comparison with non-OA chapters, 
as Calver and Bradley40 had found. Because half of the dataset could not be identified in the indexing 
sources, however, the findings for these questions are inconclusive and cannot be adequately analyzed.

Discussion

The author’s inability to answer the research questions on OA availability and citation count advantage 
based on the lack of indexing and discoverability of book chapters within the three major indexing 
sources is worth discussing. The lack of access to book chapters in the digital environment is what 
Bishop originally quipped about, “However good your chapter is, if readers don’t have access to the 
book, they won’t find it.”41 Scholars rely on online indexing sources to find and discover scholarship, 
and when half the relevant sources are not indexed, it is problematic. This may be particularly true for 
authors from fields not well served by indexing databases, or authors who publish with noncommercial 
or smaller publishers. The challenge of indexing book chapters comprehensively is surprising given that 
Dimensions has indexed more than 16 million book chapters, and the BKCI has indexed all the chapters 
from more than 160,000 titles, adding more than 10,000 new titles every year.42

Figure 2. Comparison of book chapters indexed in Google Scholar, Web of Science Book Citation Index (BKCI), and 
Dimensions.
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Compared with the BKCI and Dimensions, Google Scholar provides more discoverability of both book 
chapters and book titles. An examination at the book title level found that seventy-eight of ninety 
titles (85 percent) were represented with one or more book chapters in the Google Scholar results. In 
comparison, Dimensions and the BKCI each had nine titles (10 percent) represented with one or more 
book chapters in the results. Only thirteen books were not found in Google Scholar, both at the title and 
chapter level.

The representation of publishers, particularly smaller and noncommercial publishers, appears to be 
limited across all indices for the field of LIS. When looking at the publishers for the LIS titles found 
in Dimensions and BKCI, only eight publishers were represented, all of whom are either based in 
the United Kingdom or Germany. No titles from the American Library Association or any associated 
imprints were indexed in either database, and only one title from Rowman & Littlefield, a prolific 
publisher in LIS, was found in Dimensions, although the publisher listed was Nomos Verlag rather 
than Rowman & Littlefield, which appears to be incorrect metadata stemming from the inclusion of 
the Rowman & Littlefield title as an ebook on the Nomos eLibrary, an academic ebook platform in 
Germany. In Google Scholar, titles published by the American Library Association and its imprints 
also lacked discoverability. Of the book titles not found in Google Scholar, 30 percent were published 
by the American Library Association and its imprints. The remaining publishers with titles not found 
in Google Scholar primarily came from smaller, independent presses but also included titles from 
larger publishers such as Bloomsbury and De Gruyter. Previous research found that in the BKCI, only 
14 percent of books indexed were from university presses, only 3 percent were from noncommercial, 
nonuniversity academic presses, and the remaining 83 percent of titles indexed came from commercial 
publishers.43 Additional findings from this previous research on the BKCI include a bias toward 
publishers from the United Kingdom and United States, as well as a concentration of titles indexed 
from three major commercial publishers: Springer, Palgrave, and Routledge represented 50 percent 
of the titles indexed.44 When smaller academic presses or even university presses books are not 
well represented across indices, this can be particularly problematic for fields such as LIS where 
noncommercial publishers produce important work. It is also an important bias for librarians to 
recognize as they work with researchers using these indices to understand the limitations and bias of 
these tools and how this impacts what is and is not discoverable.

Across Google Scholar, BKCI, and Dimensions there appears to be significant inconsistencies in what 
gets indexed and what does not. Titles from De Gruyter, for example, were indexed in all three sources, 
yet not one index managed to index all of the De Gruyter titles published in 2015 in the field of LIS 
and searched from the dataset. It is clear, however, that the discoverability of book chapters is greater 
via Google Scholar than the BKCI and Dimensions. Meho and Yang found that Google Scholar was 
able to identify 53 percent more publications authored by LIS faculty than Web of Science and Scopus 
combined, but Google Scholar still lacks comprehensiveness for the field of LIS.45 Factors that have 
prevented the indexing of books and book chapters in these databases could be explored in future 
research. For example, future research could explore whether book chapters with assigned DOIs are 
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discoverable in various indices. The author asserts that it would benefit both publishers and authors 
of edited collections published—for example, by the American Library Association and associated 
imprints—to include DOIs at the book chapter level for titles that are available as ebooks for these titles 
to become more discoverable by scholars.

The author’s inability to address the research questions related to OA reflects the challenges with OA 
and book chapters noted in the introduction. To make meaningful advancements in models for OA at 
the book chapter level, more research on this topic is needed. If fundamental questions about OA and 
book chapters cannot be answered, such as determining how many book chapters are available as OA, 
then it will be challenging to develop a nuanced understanding of OA for book chapters.

Limitations

There are limitations in searching these indices due to the lack of a consistent, reliable identifier across 
all databases. Google Scholar was searched without using any identifier and relied on chapter title and 
author metadata, which may impact discovery due to inconsistent or differing metadata in Google 
Scholar. Both BKCI and Dimensions relied on the ISBN as the identifier to locate books and book 
chapters; however, as noted in the introduction, there are variations on the use of ISBN by format and 
which ISBN appears in bibliographic records.

Conclusion

This research highlights the continued importance of both edited collections and book chapters in fields 
such as LIS, while also demonstrating challenges in making book chapters discoverable. Although the 
author was not able to answer some of the research questions, particularly those related to OA and 
citation impact, the results nonetheless provide insight into book chapters as a form of scholarship and 
open the door for further discussions among librarians, publishers, and authors about the indexing, 
discoverability, and availability of book chapters within edited collections. The highly selective indexing 
of LIS book chapters within BKCI and Dimensions is notable and worth further conversation with 
vendors to better understand why most book chapters from the field of LIS are not represented in their 
databases. Similarly, at the publisher level, it is notable that American Library Association publications 
and imprints are not indexed in either BKCI or Dimensions, and they also lack comprehensive coverage 
in Google Scholar. Collections, acquisitions, and e-resources librarians working directly with publishers 
and vendors are well positioned to engage in conversations about indexing at the book chapter level, 
use of open metadata, registration of DOIs for book chapters, and other methods that might enhance 
discoverability. Although book chapters in edited collections face many discoverability and indexing 
challenges, the results of this research suggest promising actions library and information professionals 
can take to help “unbury” the book chapter.
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This article details the impact and outcomes of a case study designed to improve the book approval 
plan at a Carnegie R1 academic library, with implications for assessment of approval plans at large. 
The project analyzes data from two different time periods: 2019 and 2023. Between these periods, 
a large update was made to the parameters that control the approval plan as a way to improve the 
performance of the plan. The authors report on the compilation of purchase and use data and detail 
their assessment. Findings indicate that using these types of data to guide changes can positively 
impact the quantity and use of titles arriving on approval.

Introduction

Approval plans are tools intended to save librarians time on collection development without spending 
hours reading book reviews and placing individual orders. They are an automated, just-in-case1 method 
for collection development that relies on various parameters and criteria established by the library 
and vendor to match books that are then sent to the library. Like many large libraries, the University 
of Tennessee Libraries maintain approval plans that require no review or approval step. Despite the 
benefit of time savings, if left unchecked, approval plans can run the risk of overspending limited 
budgets and supplying titles that do not align with institutional research or curricula.

The 2019 publication, “Using Data to Rightsize Approval Spending,” details the University of 
Tennessee Libraries’ effort to assess the primary approval plan and update criteria with the goal to 
reduce spending and increase the number of titles used.2 The approval plan was reevaluated in 2023 
to determine whether the 2019 updates met the intended goals, and if so, which adjustments led to 
meaningful changes. This article compares the 2019 and the 2023 data to draw conclusions about the 
changes made between these periods. For clarity throughout this article, purchase and use activity are 
referred to by the years analyses were conducted: 2019 and 2023. The primary indicators considered 
are the number of titles purchased through the plan and the number of those titles that showed 
evidence of use within two years of their purchase. Areas of the plan that had no changes applied to 
Library of Congress (LC) classification parameters are used as a control group and provide a baseline 
to understand the impacts of changes made to LC areas. Overall, changes made to the approval plan 
were successful in reducing the number of titles purchased and broadly increasing the percentage of 
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automatic purchases that were used. Libraries interested in improving approval plans could adopt the 
method described in this article for their own analyses.

Literature Review

As approval plans have become ingrained in library collection development practices, many researchers 
have added to the decades-long stream of literature and discourse with case studies assessing the 
effectiveness and potential uses of approval plans.3 Much of this work focuses on approval plans as new 
additions to a library’s ecosystem or assessments to determine whether an approval plan is successful or 
justified to continue.4 For many libraries, budget pressure and the staff time required to manage plans 
are the impetus for assessing approval plans.5

Circulation statistics are the leading metric used to assess approval plans, although the definition of a 
successful circulation varies for each environment.6 Comparing the usage of print books and ebooks 
to assess the performance of an approval plan is common. Although a theme of higher use in ebooks 
than print books purchased via approval plan is generally found, other findings vary widely in different 
environments and contexts.7

Some researchers suggest that defining success by the number of circulations points back to historical 
literature that predates our modern library systems. Fry called this conventional wisdom into  
question ten years ago, pointing out the lack of data to support these claims.8 This critique encourages 
librarians to reconsider what they frame as success and whether circulation is the most valuable metric. 
With approval plans capable of making sweeping, high-level changes, a study of circulation changes 
over time and in step with plan updates can help examine that question in the modern acquisitions 
landscape.

Even with the long history of approval plans in libraries, very little research on assessing approval 
plans to improve their performance has been added to scholarly discourse. Studies that investigate 
the success of changes made to approval plans are even more difficult to find. Despite the widespread 
adoption of approval plans and a longstanding history of assessments, a distinctive gap still exists 
in the literature. Because approval plans are treated as standard practice in collection development, 
evaluation and ongoing improvement of performance should be standard practice as well. This article 
intends to move the discussion forward and begin to address that gap.

Method

The authors utilize print and ebook data from the Libraries’ main approval plan provider, EBSCO 
Information Services’ GOBI Library Solutions (GOBI), and integrated library system, Alma, to build 
the 2019 and 2023 datasets.9 Titles purchased via the approval plan are identified using the financial 
records of a fund dedicated to the approval plan. Although the Libraries’ approval plan does provide 
notifications for books of possible interest (termed “slips” by GOBI), this analysis includes only 
purchases made automatically (termed “shipment” by GOBI). Books eventually purchased based on slip 
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recommendations are outside the scope of this analysis because they do not provide significant time 
savings for the collections or acquisitions teams and therefore do not meet the automation benefits of 
approval plans. Title-level use and bibliographic data were extracted from Alma for analysis. To make 
the datasets as comparable as possible, we selected an equivalent period of data (thirty-one months) 
from the available data. For this comparative analysis, the 2019 set includes 27,177 purchases made 
between May 19, 2016, and December 21, 2018, and the 2023 set includes 18,758 purchases made 
between November 18, 2019, and June 30, 2022.

Classification Data

GOBI’s approval plan is structured largely around LC classifications with additional parameters for 
publisher, format, and interdisciplinary considerations. Each time the approval plan is updated or 
changed by the library, those changes are noted in a table of more than 3,000 ranges. For this study, 
purchases are considered part of the LC class in which they are cataloged locally. Occasionally local 
classification practices present a limitation to the study by placing a title in a different LC class than the 
class GOBI assigns. These titles are generally interdisciplinary treatments of a subject. Titles that could 
not be assigned to a classification range are excluded from the comparative analysis.

GOBI’s classification range system includes hierarchically nesting classes. For example, it is possible to 
set purchasing instructions for the parent range class BL (Religion), to set different criteria for the child 
range BL175-299 (Natural Theology), and yet to revert BL238 (Fundamentalism) to the overarching 
criteria for BL. Changes made to parent ranges are coded onto each of their child ranges; however, if 
a parameter already applied to a child range was newly applied to the entire parent range, that child 
range was coded as unchanged. A wide variety of changes were flagged and ultimately categorized based 
on their primary action:

•	 No change/unchanged: classification ranges to which no change was made between the 2019 and 
2023 datasets. This includes sections of the humanities, social sciences, and natural sciences, and 
serves as a control group for the analysis.

•	 Removed: classification ranges that purchased titles automatically in the 2019 dataset and were 
excluded from automatic purchases in the 2023 set. A variety of subjects are represented in this 
category and are often subranges rather than wide ranges. Exceptions and other nonclassification 
parameters can still trigger purchases in these ranges.

•	 Added: the group of classification ranges that were blocked from automatic purchases in the 2019 
dataset and allowed automatic purchases in the 2023 set. Changes in this set usually affect smaller 
subtopics in select areas of the humanities and social sciences.

•	 E-preferred: classification ranges purchasing print books instead of the ebook equivalent in the 
2019 dataset and updated in the 2023 dataset to purchase ebooks instead of the print equivalent, 
if available. Ranges across several disciplines were included in this change category. Titles in 
e-preferred ranges sometimes arrive in print because they are not available in electronic format 
within a set time after the initial print publication.
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•	 Added exception: classification ranges updated with specifications in the 2023 dataset that differ 
from the entire approval plan or the parent range. Exceptions include inclusion or exclusion of a 
specific publisher, type of material, or interdisciplinary aspect of a topic. For example, the approval 
plan may be scoped to purchase titles published only in English, but a subset of ranges could have 
an exception to allow for titles published in German. For this study, exceptions related to format 
are coded as e-preferred or print preferred.

•	 Removed exception: the group of classification ranges in the 2023 dataset updated with the 
removal of specifications such as those described earlier. This causes a reversion to the parent 
range instructions or to the plan parameters at large if no parent range exists.

•	 Print preferred: classification ranges updated to purchase print books instead of the ebook 
equivalent. For this study, this change was documented only for a single child range (HT388-400). 
Very few books were purchased in either study period in this area, and none were used. Due to the 
small number of titles impacted, the change is not discussed in depth in this study.

This comparative analysis assesses the use of each title individually. To allow for fair comparison 
between print and electronic titles across multiple generations of COUNTER electronic resource 
usage reporting schemes in the two analyses, titles are counted as used if there is evidence of use 
within twenty-four months of the purchase date. Print usage is restricted to external loans only and 
excludes any in-house or processing-type interactions. Electronic use is compiled using title or chapter 
downloads from COUNTER Release 4 (R4) Book Report 1 (BR1) or Book Report 2 (BR2) for use before 
June 30, 2020, and using unique title requests from COUNTER Release 5 (R5) title reports for use 
after January 1, 2020. In the COUNTER R4 period, some vendors provided only BR1 and others only 
BR2, and usage is derived from whichever report is available. Similarly, reporting transitioned to the 
COUNTER R5 code of practice during the spring of 2020, and usage on either version of report is 
counted.

To help account for the natural variation in the number of new books appearing in different subject 
areas over time, this study uses a standard error calculation.10 The geometric mean of the standard 
error for the change group and the standard error for the no change group (the control group) were 
used to make comparisons between different segments of the plan. A z score that compares the change’s 
magnitude with the standard error is used to assess the significance of the change. Changes greater than 
1.96 times the standard error are considered significant (p ,0.05). Similar statistical calculations are 
used to assess the shifts in the share of titles used and the share of titles purchased in electronic format.

Limitations to the Data

Titles are matched to electronic usage reports by ISBN and to print circulation records at the 
bibliographic record level. If multiple items of a title exist in the collection, the use of any one of those 
items is included in this evaluation. Multivolume titles are counted as used if any volume has been used 
during the appropriate time frame. Some electronic titles purchased on approval are also available 
in our catalog through aggregator subscriptions. Matching at the ISBN level means that use through 
alternate access points, such as subscription ebook packages, counted as use of the title. The purchase 
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date used for all titles is the date that the order was paid for in Alma. Some titles are received and used 
prior to this purchase date, and that use is accounted for in the data.

Each LC area is coded with only one category of change. In cases where there is more than one change, 
the category of change that is associated with greater impact is coded to a range. For example, a change 
in format is presumed to be impactful to more titles in a range than an exception to a topical aspect. 
Further study at a more granular level may uncover nuances in the effect of changes to the approval 
plan.

The data considers use of the purchased titles within a relatively short evaluation period (two 
years from the date of payment) and does not account for long tails of use often observed in some 
disciplines.11 In addition to the short periods of use, the 2023 dataset includes five months when the 
university was closed and an additional five months when most students were distance learners due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic. These disruptions are a limitation to the usage data for both print and ebooks 
because overall use of the Libraries’ electronic resources experienced a longer than normal summer 
dip during 2020. If business had been normal during this period, higher use might have been reported. 
Despite these limitations, observations in the data still provide evidence that some approval plan 
changes positively impact the use of purchased titles.

Results and Insights

Changes Outside the Approval Plan

Continual development in library acquisitions and substantial differences in the publishing landscape 
are threaded throughout the two review periods. Three big changes outside the control of the approval 
plan contribute to a difference in book purchasing between datasets. First, the COVID-19 pandemic 
reduced the number of titles produced for reasons such as delays at printing factories due to closures 
or decreased staff and disruptions in supply chains.12 Based on GOBI reports, the number of total titles 
profiled for all customers, regardless of matching with the Libraries’ approval plan, declined by 1.1 
percent between the two periods, from 180,961 titles profiled between May 19, 2016, and December 23, 
2018, to 178,962 titles profiled between November 1, 2019 and June 30, 2022.13 At the same time, the 
share of titles profiled in electronic form increased from 79 percent of titles in the 2019 period to 82 
percent of titles in the 2023 period.

Second, as part of the changes that impact the 2023 data, the Libraries began moving all eligible 
electronic titles selected for the approval plan to a demand-driven acquisition (DDA) plan, reducing 
the number of electronic titles purchased on approval while still providing access to those titles. 
This process was intentionally created to help keep approval plan costs under control. Because DDA 
purchases are not accounted for in this analysis, their absence reduces the overall number of purchased 
electronic titles in the datasets. Between November 2019 and June 2022, GOBI reported that 1,013 
electronic titles were manually blocked from arriving on the Libraries’ approval plan. Most blocked 
electronic titles are those that were moved to DDA.
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Third, an evidence-based acquisition (EBA) plan for Taylor and Francis (T&F) titles was adopted in 
July 2021, and all T&F imprints were blocked from being purchased via approval. In the 2019 dataset, 
T&F imprints account for 16 percent of titles purchased. In the 2023 dataset, T&F imprints account for 
21 percent of purchases before July 2021 when the EBA was implemented. Average quarterly approval 
purchases declined by 18 percent after July 2021. This decline is most notable in the newly added or 
unchanged ranges of the 2023 dataset.

Considerable alterations impact the overall number of titles purchased on approval and present the 
reality that even segments of the plan that are unchanged show significant shifts in the number of 
titles purchased, the share of those titles purchased in electronic format, and the share of purchased 
items used during the study period. Alterations outside the approval plan have a significant impact on 
the total number of titles purchased, with 8.4 percent (1,048) fewer titles purchased in the unchanged 
category of the plan. Usage and purchase comparisons are made with the unchanged ranges as a control 
group to partially account for these external factors.

Change in Number of Titles Purchased

One of the original goals of assessing and updating the approval plan was to reduce the overall amount 
spent to make sure that the budget pattern is sustainable and predictable. Historically, there was 
little attempt to predict how much the approval plan would cost, and it subsequently and consistently 
overran its allocated budget. When this happened, the plan was often paused and titles forfeited or 
shipped and billed later. The inconsistency this creates is visible in the odd distributions of the pre-
2020 data in figure 1. The fourth quarter of 2019 remains an outlier in the data because the approval 

Figure 1. Number of titles purchased quarterly by dataset with purchases after implementation of T&F EBA 
differentiated within the 2023 data.
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plan was largely paused while being updated. To reduce the overall cost, changes were made with the 
intention of purchasing fewer titles in LC ranges with poor use.

Overall, 30.98 percent (8,419) fewer titles were purchased in the 2023 set compared with the 2019 set. 
Unchanged areas show a 14.87 percent increase in electronic purchases and a 19.49 percent decrease 
in print purchases for an overall 8.4 percent decline (1,048 fewer titles) in the control group. As 
demonstrated in figure 2, quarterly purchases in the areas without change decrease by more than 20 
percent after the implementation of the T&F EBA, leading to the conclusion that the mid-2021 removal 
of T&F publications is likely a major factor in the decrease in purchases overall.

As shown in table 1, removing or adding classifications from the approval plan is the change type that 
most directly affects the number of titles purchased. Changing format preferences also has a clear 
effect, even against the backdrop of increasing electronic availability of monographs. Ebook purchases 
increased by 39 percent overall in the 2023 dataset. Moving ranges from print to e-preferred resulted in 
3,062 additional ebook purchases from a baseline of twenty-one purchases in the 2019 dataset (14,581 
percent increase). This is a substantial shift in comparison with other areas of the plan. Purchase of 
ebooks in ranges that did not change to e-preferred increased from 31.8 percent of the 2019 set to 46 
percent of the 2023 set (15 percent increase). At the same time, purchases in the e-preferred areas 
decreased overall relative to the unchanged classifications. How this decrease relates to the change in 
format preference is unclear.

Figure 2. Percent change in average quarterly purchases before and after implementation of the T&F EBA.
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Table 1. Changes in Purchases (2023 over 2019)

Category 
of 
Change Format

Purchases 
2019

Purchases 
2023

Difference 
in 

Purchases

% 
Difference 

in 
Purchases

% 
Difference 

in 
Purchases 

vs. No 
Change 
Group

Standard 
Error: 

(% 1/2) 
Difference 

in 
Purchases 

vs. No 
Change 
Group

z Score: 
Difference 

in 
Purchases 

vs. No 
Change 
Group

Added E 42 189 147 350.00% 335.1% 36.26% 9.24

P 42 156 114 271.43% 290.9% 33.53% 8.68

Subtotal 84 345 261 310.71% 319.1% 24.69% 12.93

E-preferred E 21 3,083 3,062 14,580.95% 14,566.1% 265.31% 54.9

P 5,150 1,094 (4,056) 278.76% 259.3% 2.12% 27.98

Subtotal 5,171 4,177 (994) 219.22% 210.8% 2.24% 4.83

Exception E 1,502 1,369 (133) 28.85% 223.7% 4.25% 5.58

P 1,631 583 (1,048) 264.26% 244.8% 3.23% 13.84

Subtotal 3,133 1,952 (1,181) 237.70% 229.3% 2.59% 11.31

No change E 4,035 4,635 600 14.87% 0.0% 3.26% 0

P 8,457 6,809 (1,648) 219.49% 0.0% 2.07% 0

Subtotal 12,492 11,444 (1,048) 28.39% 0.0% 1.75% 0

Print 
preferred

E 9 – (9) 2100.00% 2114.9% 33.41% 3.44

P – 9 9 – – – –

Subtotal 9 9 – 0.00% 8.4% 47.16% 0.18

Removed E 1,157 271 (886) 276.58% 291.4% 4.00% 22.87

P 4,663 219 (4,444) 295.30% 275.8% 2.09% 36.23

Subtotal 5,820 490 (5,330) 291.58% 283.2% 1.84% 45.14

Removed 
exception

E 265 250 (15) 25.66% 220.5% 8.87% 2.31

P 203 91 (112) 255.17% 235.7% 8.57% 4.16

Subtotal 468 341 (127) 230.98% 218.70% 6.20% 3.02

Note: Rows in italics indicate no significant difference from the no change group.

Areas with added or removed exceptions show fewer purchases relative to the unchanged areas of 
the plan, with print purchases declining to a greater extent than electronic purchases. It is unknown 
whether individual exceptions meet their intended purposes without further analysis, but this finding 
suggests that targeted changes to approval criteria can be effective in decreasing unwanted purchases, 
without removing ranges altogether.
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Use of Purchased Titles

Overall, print use decreased significantly across the study period. For the entire Libraries collection, 
not limited to titles purchased in the approval analysis, Alma recorded 158,542 loans of physical books 
during the time frame of the 2019 dataset and only 72,384 loans between September 2019 and June 
2022 (time frame covered by the 2023 dataset). Titles purchased on approval in print decline in usage 
across the study, with nearly 22 percent of print titles in the 2019 dataset loaned within two years of 
purchase (4,350 titles used of 20,146 purchased). In the 2023 dataset, despite the significant decrease 
in print purchases, only 14.8 percent of print titles were loaned within two years of purchase (1,329 
titles used of 8,961 purchased). Major external factors, such as the five-month closure of the library 
because of COVID-19 in 2020, negatively impacted an already decreasing trend in print circulation. 
Unchanged ranges in the approval plan serve as a control group to account for these factors and others 
outside the approval plan changes. This allows for determination of whether increases or decreases in 
use are significant across the categories of change.

Although print usage decreased overall, areas changed to e-preferred or removed had less of a decrease 
compared with the unchanged areas. Sections changed to e-preferred or removed also purchased 
substantially less print. In contrast, newly added ranges purchased more print in the 2023 set than 
in the 2019 set and show more of a decrease in print usage compared with the unchanged areas. This 
analysis demonstrates that increasing print purchases, even in a small area, is ineffective at increasing 
print usage. Adding or removing exceptions did not significantly affect print usage rates. Given the 
broader environmental shift away from print, changes to the approval plan that do not reduce print 
purchases have minimal impact on countering declining print usage.

Electronic titles, however, show substantial increases in use. In the 2019 dataset, 28.5 percent of 
electronic purchases were used within two years of their purchase date (2,005 titles used of 7,031 
purchased). In the 2023 set, this percentage increased to nearly 40 percent (3,908 titles used of 9,797 
purchased). Because electronic title use can be associated with a patron accessing only a single chapter, 
it is easier to track electronic usage compared with circulation of a print item, which is recorded only 
when a patron takes an item out of the library. As print circulation has declined overall, patrons are also 
increasingly using electronic monographs.14

Figure 3 shows that areas switched to e-preferred see the biggest increase in usage rates across formats, 
with overall usage increasing by 16.72 percent (61.08 percent) compared with areas that experienced 
no change. These areas purchased substantially less print in the 2023 dataset compared with the 2019 
dataset, and although print use in these areas decreased, it decreased less than the unchanged control 
group. At the same time, the overall increase in ebook usage helped boost the use of purchased titles in 
areas changed to e-preferred and suggests that purchasing ebooks in these areas better meets patron 
needs.

Two categories of changes show significant improvement in electronic usage compared with the areas 
that went unchanged. The small number of books purchased in ranges removed from the approval 
plan have the highest usage rate (112 e-titles used of 271 purchased, or 41.33 percent) with 12.32 
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percent (63.05 percent) increase in use above unchanged areas. Titles purchased in the removed 
ranges are far fewer than in other ranges and would have been acquired through an exception to the 
range or differences in GOBI and local cataloging practices. Both scenarios suggest that the titles are 
interdisciplinary in nature. Use of these titles demonstrates value to our users where single-discipline 
titles in these areas that match parent range parameters or defaults for the plan do not. In contrast with 
areas removed, areas newly added declined in usage, but the decline is not significant when compared 
with the areas that went unchanged. Areas in which exceptions were added also have substantial 
increases in electronic usage with a 7.37 percent (62.06 percent) improvement above the areas that 
went unchanged. Table 2 provides an overall summary of changes in use. Driven largely by the shift to 
electronic purchases, the combined changes resulted in a 7.33 percent (60.70 percent) increase in the 
number of titles used in any format within two years of purchase compared with the unchanged areas.

Table 2. Changes to Usage Broken Down By Coded Categories of Adjustment

Category 
of 
Change Format % Used 2019 % Used 2023

Difference 
in % Used

Standard 
Error: 

Difference 
in % Used

Difference 
in % Used 

vs. No 
Change 
Group

Standard 
Error: 

Difference 
in % Used 

vs. No 
Change 
Group

z Score: 
% Used 
vs. No 

Change 
Group

Added E 19.05 (8/42) 30.69 (58/189) 11.64% 7.71% 4.03% 7.77% 0.52

P 38.1 (16/42) 12.18 (19/156) 225.92% 6.63% 215.25% 6.66% 2.29

Subtotal 28.57 (24/84) 22.32 (77/345) 26.25% 5.16% 23.45% 5.19% 0.67

E-preferred E 19.05 (4/21) 41.03 
(1,265/3,083)

21.98% 10.76% 14.38% 10.81% 1.33

P 20.58 
(1,060/5,150)

16.09 
(176/1,094)

24.49% 1.33% 6.17% 1.48% 4.17

Figure 3. Changes to usage shown by coded categories of adjustment.
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Category 
of 
Change Format % Used 2019 % Used 2023

Difference 
in % Used

Standard 
Error: 

Difference 
in % Used

Difference 
in % Used 

vs. No 
Change 
Group

Standard 
Error: 

Difference 
in % Used 

vs. No 
Change 
Group

z Score: 
% Used 
vs. No 

Change 
Group

Subtotal 20.58 
(1,064/5,171)

34.5 
(1,441/4,177)

13.92% 0.92% 16.72% 1.08% 15.45

Exception E 27.83 
(418/1,502)

42.8 
(586/1,369)

14.98% 1.78% 7.37% 2.06% 3.58

P 20.97 
(342/1,631)

13.04 (76/583) 27.93% 1.89% 2.73% 2.00% 1.37

Subtotal 24.26 
(760/3,133)

33.91 
(662/1,952)

13.92% 0.92% 12.45% 1.41% 8.81

No change E 31.23 
(1,260/4,035)

38.83 
(1,800/4,635)

7.61% 1.03% 0.00% 1.46% 0.00

P 25.53 
(2,159/8,457)

14.86 
(1,012/6,809)

210.67% 0.66% 0.00% 0.93% 0

Subtotal 27.37 
(3,419/12,492)

24.57 
(2,812/11,444)

22.80% 0.57% 0.00% 0.80% 0

Print 
preferred

E 11.11 (1/9) 0 (0/0) 211.11% 10.48% 218.72% 10.53% 1.78

P 0 (0/0) 0 (0/9) 0.00% 0.00% 10.67% 0.66% 16.15

Subtotal 11.11 (1/9) 0 (0/9) 211.11% 10.80% 28.31% 10.81% 0.77

Removed E 21.52 
(249/1,157)

41.33 (112/271) 20.26% 2.88% 12.32% 3.05% 4.03

P 15.61 
(728/4,663)

15.07 (33/219) 20.54% 2.51% 10.12% 2.59% 3.90

Subtotal 16.79 
(977/5,820)

29.59 
(145/490)

12.80% 1.80% 15.60% 1.89% 8.27

Removed 
exception

E 24.53 (65/265) 34.8 (87/250) 10.27% 4.02% 2.66% 4.15% 0.64

P 22.17 (45/203) 14.29 (13/91) 27.88% 5.02% 2.78% 5.06% 0.55

Subtotal 23.5 (110/468) 29.33 
(100/341)

5.82% 3.12% 8.62% 3.17% 2.32

Note: Rows in italics indicate no significant difference from the no change group.

Conclusion

The changes assessed in this study met the goal of reducing overall expenditures and increasing 
overall usage on the Libraries’ main approval plan. Approval plan spending decreased by 15 percent 
in the 2023 dataset compared with the 2019 set, whereas the reduction in titles purchased was almost 
31 percent. The average cost per title for each format did not change significantly between the two 
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datasets; however, electronic books cost an average of twice their print counterpart, and the significant 
increase in electronic books purchased in the 2023 dataset offsets a more significant cost savings. Still, 
this reduced spending is enough to provide a more stable structure for budgeting and staff time, while 
the overall increase in use demonstrates better alignment with patron needs. The study demonstrates 
that quantitative analysis of purchases and their subsequent usage can inform changes to improve 
automated approval plans. Gathering and analyzing this data is time consuming but provides a big 
benefit in allowing libraries to successfully manage approval plans as tools to save the time of individual 
selectors. The most impactful categories of changes are those made to exclude areas, vastly reducing the 
number of titles automatically purchased; changing areas to e-preferred, resulting in a large number 
of ebooks that correlate to more use without impacting the titles purchased; and adding exceptions to 
refine the topics that trigger automatic purchases, consequently increasing use of the titles purchased.

This study includes significant variables that impact comparison of the two datasets and should be 
followed up with an additional analysis to continue assessing changes. Even in the absence of those 
variables, however, research interests, university curricula and programs, and library acquisition 
methods are always evolving, which requires that any approval plan be reviewed and updated 
periodically to ensure relevance. Possibilities for assessment of and changes to approval plans depend 
on the categories and options provided by the vendor.

The rise of DDA and EBA plans that prioritize electronic access and patron choice challenges the 
traditional approval plan. The increase in the percentage of approval titles from the T&F group 
in the first part of the 2023 dataset provides additional justification for the Libraries’ adoption of 
the EBA. Moving these imprints from the approval plan to an EBA reduces costs associated with 
invoicing, processing, and physical space in exchange for patron access to T&F’s entire catalog. Future 
comparisons of the use of titles provided through the EBA program with the use of those titles that 
would have been selected by the approval plan might provide a better understanding of the role of the 
traditional approval plan in the modern acquisitions’ environment.

The increasing availability of ebooks and the increasing comfort of the academic community with 
electronic formats is a big part of the success of these changes. In the 2023 dataset, ebook purchases 
increased by 26 percent, including areas in which there was no change to the approval plan and areas 
in which the change did not directly involve a format preference. Publishers seem to be providing more 
books in electronic format and providing those titles more simultaneously with print releases. This 
publishing shift, combined with the increased usage of ebooks, points to a larger external trend and 
suggests that review of format preferences with shifts toward ebooks is essential for libraries seeking to 
improve automatic purchasing strategies of any kind.
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Ebook Call Number Project
Automating Library of Congress Classification Numbers to Ebooks for 
Reporting
Bonita Pollock, Zhao Liu, Amanda Yesilbas, Laura Pascual, and Skyler Schultz

The Ebook Call Number Project at the University of South Florida Libraries automated the process of 
adding Library of Congress (LC) Classification numbers into call number fields, thereby enhancing 
ebook metadata while minimizing manual work. This initiative aimed to improve the accuracy of 
analytics reporting for discipline-specific collection assessment and reporting. The project involved 
analyzing existing metadata, developing a Python-based automation tool using OCLC’s Connexion 
API, and implementing a systematic workflow within the Ex Libris Alma Library Management 
System for cataloging and quality control. The effort increased the number of ebook records with 
LC call numbers from 91 percent to 99 percent, significantly enhancing reporting accuracy and 
efficiency. This article details the project’s rationale, methodology, and outcomes, demonstrating how 
automation and artificial intelligence can streamline metadata enrichment in academic libraries. 
Finally, the article presents an alternative method for smaller institutions that lack access to 
programmers or programming solutions and discusses future applications.

Introduction

The University of South Florida (USF) Libraries completed an extensive project that enhanced ebook 
metadata by inserting Library of Congress (LC) Classification (LCC) into the call number field, allowing 
staff to produce more accurate and detailed analytical reports on the USF Libraries’ collections by 
subject area. The Metadata/Cataloging Unit of the Collections & Discovery (C&D) Department needed 
to analyze the electronic resource records and determine how many vendor records contained LC call 
numbers. The unit devised a plan to incorporate LC call numbers into as many electronic records as 
possible to improve the results of Alma Analytics reports. This article discusses why USF Libraries 
chose to undertake this enhancement project and details the steps involved, including planning, 
implementation, and outcomes.
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Background

The USF is a large public R1 research institution with nearly 50,000 students. Under a single 
accreditation, the USF has locations in Tampa, St. Petersburg, and Sarasota. USF is a metropolitan 
institution, integrated with the local community, and diverse. In 2023, the USF joined the prestigious 
Association of American Universities (AAU). The USF Libraries are composed of the Tampa Campus 
Library, the Nelson Poynter Library in St. Petersburg, and the Library Services and Information 
Commons on the Sarasota campus. The University Health Libraries consists of two libraries: the 
Shimberg Health Sciences Library on the Tampa campus and the Florida Blue Health Knowledge 
Exchange in downtown Tampa.

In 2021, the twelve universities in the State University System (SUS) and the twenty-eight state colleges 
migrated to the Ex Libris Alma library management system and the Primo VE discovery tool. On a 
consortial level, the library system and discovery tool are managed by the consortium; however, the 
USF Libraries C&D Department manages the bibliographic content and the discovery interface for all 
USF Libraries. Cataloging practices are coordinated across all campuses.

The Tampa Campus Library has adopted an electronic-first acquisition strategy since 2009. It directly 
manages five evidence-based ebook acquisition programs and one very large ebook data-driven 
acquisitions program. Most electronic content is available across all USF campuses and colleges 
through a single shared authentication process with common licensing. The Tampa Library is working 
to make better use of Alma functionality, using it as a repository for all collections-related data to 
provide a cohesive source for reporting. If Alma has good data, good reporting can be developed from 
it. This includes using Alma Acquisitions for purchase information and SUSHI harvesting to Alma for 
COUNTER R5 usage report data.

It is essential for all academic libraries to report and analyze their content, whether for developing and 
managing the collection, demonstrating the value of the library’s collections, providing subject-area 
support information, preparing accreditation reports, developing new program proposals, securing 
grant support, or benchmarking, among other purposes. Developing an automated, standardized 
reporting process requires a consistent, reliable data source with key metrics. This case study 
specifically addresses the need to report USF Libraries’ electronic collections metrics on inventory and 
usage by subject area, using the LCC in the MARC bibliographic call number fields.

Aside from reporting for collection management, USF Libraries need to report externally for a variety of 
purposes, including those that relate to demonstrating the value of the library’s collections, for letting 
colleges and departments know what content the library has that supports a given discipline, for college 
program accreditations, for grant support, and for benchmarking. Reporting required at the USF 
Libraries included the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) and the Association of 
College and Research Libraries (ACRL), as well as the library support sections of program accreditation 
applications and new degree programs. Because the basis for most of this reporting is the subject area 
or discipline, the LCC code data fields—using standardized alphanumeric coding—are an excellent way 
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to report content by subject. The USF Libraries prepare annual reports that include specific assessments 
of collections and provide data to meet the USF’s accreditation requirements. One such document, the 
“Report Card,” was devised to report library collection content and usage data by discipline.

Literature Review

The LCC system functions as a foundational organizational and analytical structure for academic library 
collections, shaping collection development practices for decades. Historically, LCC enabled libraries to 
describe, measure, and evaluate their print holdings through standardized subject ranges and subclass 
alignments, thereby providing the basis for quantitative and qualitative assessment. Early methodologies 
such as the RLG Conspectus and the North American Collections Inventory Project relied on LCC’s 
disciplinary structure to determine collecting strengths, define peer comparisons, and assess institutional 
priorities.1 Contemporary iterations, including OCLC’s Conspectus-based WorldShare Collection 
Evaluation tools, continue to employ LCC ranges to support benchmarking and historical analysis.2

LCC has also been central to quantitative measurement approaches that use call number boundaries to 
define countable segments of the collection. Shelf-list counts and comparative subject inventories are 
widely used to determine relative subject strengths, collecting intensity, and collection gaps.3 Targeted 
evaluation practices, including the Brief Test methodology, similarly rely on LCC as a validating 
mechanism to define the scope of a subject study and exclude materials that fall outside the designated 
subclass range.4 Together, these approaches demonstrate LCC’s long-standing role as a shared 
analytical language for academic library assessment.

Beyond counting and benchmarking, LCC supports the analysis of usage and curricular content. Circulation 
statistics aggregated by call number ranges allow researchers to evaluate subject demand, identify 
fields that are overused or underused, and inform purchasing decisions.5 This granular usage mapping 
clarifies how collections interact with institutional teaching and research needs, particularly when paired 
with curricular mapping based on LCC subclasses.6 These methods provide evidence that call number 
segmentation produces focused, discipline-specific insights that broad subject labels alone cannot supply.

Researchers acknowledge, however, that the structure of LCC also introduces persistent assessment 
barriers. Because LCC organizes knowledge primarily by discipline, interdisciplinary subjects can 
become fragmented across multiple classification ranges, thereby complicating systematic evaluation. 
Research on Women’s Studies collections, for example, illustrates how LCC distributes content across 
subclasses, hindering accurate analysis and complicating comparative evaluation.7 This core structural 
constraint continues to limit the precision of LCC-based assessment even in the digital era.

The growth of electronic monograph collections has expanded LCC’s operational scope. Although 
ebooks are not physically shelved, librarians increasingly rely on call numbers as metadata to manage 
digital content, map subject overlap, and support the development of user interfaces.8 Tools such as 
the Hierarchical Interface to Library of Congress Classification (HILCC) demonstrate how call number 
data can support browsable classification systems for digital collections.9 Large-scale ebook mapping 
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projects, such as those at the University of North Texas, have implemented LCC ranges to reflect 
overlapping and interdisciplinary relationships across digital packages.10 These developments suggest 
that LCC retains value not only as a structural classification scheme for print formats but also as a 
metadata framework for digital resource discovery and assessment.

At the same time, LCC-based ebook assessment introduces notable challenges. Many electronic 
records lack call numbers because cataloging standards historically did not require classification 
for nonphysical formats.11 Retrospective call number assignment and metadata enhancement 
require substantial labor investment, and topic-mapping techniques that connect LCC subclasses to 
subject categories demand continuous refinement.12 Moreover, the disciplinary bias that fragments 
interdisciplinary subjects in print collections remains equally problematic in the digital environment.13 
Nevertheless, ebook usage studies show the growing value of LCC for aggregating platform-specific 
data—such as section requests and page views—into meaningful subject-level analytics.14

Several studies have examined the automation of the creation of LCC in MARC records. In the White 
Paper “Success Strategies for Electronic Content Discovery and Access: A Cross-Industry White Paper,” 
authors Suzanne Kemperman et al. indicated that automation in bibliographic data management plays 
an important role in enhancing efficiency and accuracy.15 According to a study conducted by Isidoro 
Gil-Leiva et al. on South American libraries, almost 59 percent of the respondents surveyed felt that 
using automation to assign classification codes was appropriate.16 This research provided the team with 
strong motivation to develop an automated process for creating LC call numbers in catalog records.

Taken together, the literature indicates that LCC continues to function as a relevant and adaptable 
framework for academic collection assessment. Although its disciplinary structure and metadata gaps 
pose methodological limitations, LCC remains a critical tool for subject-based analysis, curricular 
alignment, usage interpretation, and digital collection mapping. As electronic monographs grow in scale 
and complexity, LCC’s metadata utility positions the system not as a relic of print organization but as an 
evolving data structure capable of supporting evidence-based collection development in hybrid print-
digital environments.

Report Cards

In the spring of 2023, the C&D Department at the USF Libraries was asked by library administration 
to create collection report cards for the USF Libraries’ annual report. These report cards allowed USF 
Libraries to communicate which library resources are available in specific disciplines to departments 
across the campuses. Library administration wanted the report cards to be a one-page snapshot of 
subject-level collections and usage data, aligned with academic disciplines and colleges/departments. 
Each report card focused on a specific discipline at the USF and highlighted the libraries’ resources in 
print and electronic formats for that subject area, according to the LCC. Therefore, inventory by LC call 
number and usage/circulation by LCC for print and electronic books and journals needed to be in Alma. 
Initially, no working reports were found, and it did not appear that LC call numbers were present on a 
substantial portion of the records in critical discipline areas.
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The decision to use the LCC to categorize library resources was twofold. First, LCC is more streamlined 
and easier to manage than LC Subject Headings. LC Subject Headings exhibit greater variation and 
combinations, making subject heading classification and searching more difficult. In addition, in her 
book Managing E-Book Metadata in Academic Libraries: Taming the Tiger, Donna E. Frederick 
stated that classification should be included in the ebook metadata process to assist patrons with 
selection by topic when using electronic shelf listing.17 Second, Alma Analytics already includes LCC in 
its reporting, making it more convenient to use when creating custom reports. The Ebook Call Number 
Project Team decided to focus on LCC for ebooks first and then branch out to e-journals for a future 
project.

In the first year, report cards were created manually. This manual process was developed using vendor 
title lists or entitlements reports, vendor MARC records, Alma electronic collection exports, COUNTER 
reports, Alma circulation data, and physical item counts. It was difficult to determine the LCCs from the 
vendor inventory title lists because many appeared to be missing. It was also difficult to then manually 
match those titles to the COUNTER reports to get COUNTER usage by LCC. Exported Alma electronic 
collections for book and journal platforms also appeared to be missing many LC call numbers. With 
this manual process for ebooks and e-journals, the data was limited to major vendors with COUNTER 
reports pertinent to the subject area. This informed the goal of improving the data in Alma to enable 
more automated report card production. Achieving this goal and facilitating future report card creation 
required enhancing all electronic records in Alma with SUSHI COUNTER statistics and LCC numbers.

The top section of figure 1 contains Program Area data that is broader and created from keywords 
in subject searches using publication date as a limiter. This yields a year-over-year comparison of 
inventory only. The middle and bottom left sections of the Snapshot of Subject Area Holdings portion 
of figure 1 are created from inventories by LCC, however, and include usage data. Figure 2 is a close-
up of the lower left section of the report card highlighting the Print Inventory by Subject Area and the 
Electronic Inventory by Subject Area with numbers of titles with usage and usage for books and journals 
for the selected LC subclasses. This project concerns the Electronic Inventory by Subject Area section. 
The pie charts in figure 1 were derived from this data.

Project Overview

In the summer of 2023, the Metadata/Cataloging Unit created an Ebook Call Number Project Team and 
tasked the group with improving the process of creating reports via enhancing the electronic records. 
Although many members of the C&D Department provided input, the core team consisted of nine 
members: the head of metadata/cataloging, an e-resource catalog librarian, an electronic resources 
librarian, an applications developer programmer, a metadata specialist, a metadata quality-control 
manager, and three complex catalogers. The bulk of the work was completed by four key members who 
organized the project, ran the workflows, and recorded results. This extensive project started in the 
summer of 2023 and concluded in the spring of 2024. The team spent three months planning, longer 
than six months in implementation, and two months building reports.
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Figure 1. Example of a report card for engineering.
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Action Plan

The team developed an action plan for the Ebook Call Number Project that included collecting call 
number data for electronic resources in Alma, experimenting with methods to add call numbers to 
records in Alma in batches, exploring ways to retrieve and insert call numbers into records, developing 
an automation workflow for completing the call number retrieval and insertion, collecting statistics on 
the project, and creating custom analytics reports to make report cards.

Phase one of the action plan was to collect data from Alma, the Library Services Platform. A team 
member conducted an extensive survey of all the electronic ebook collections activated in Alma for the 
University. The collections were exported as MARC records and analyzed in MarcEdit. Field counts 
were tracked for LC call number, author, title, and subject across vendors and ebook collections in an 
Excel spreadsheet. Figure 3 shows a sample tracking spreadsheet.

The analysis revealed that in the spring of 2023, USF Libraries had seventy-five ebook collections 
activated in Alma’s Community Zone (CZ) from twenty-eight different vendors. Filters were used to 
exclude primary source materials, government documents, and other material types, leaving only 
books. Approximately eighteen of the electronic resource vendors already provide LCC call numbers 
on 90 percent or more of their records. These collections consisted mainly of resources from major 
ebook vendors. Figure 4 shows vendor counts highlighting the percentage of call numbers present in the 
MARC records.

Figure 2. Report card data sheet.
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Figure 4. Vendor counts by call number percentage.

Figure 3. Data collection spreadsheet: analysis of ebook call numbers.

The remaining ten vendors were mostly smaller or specialized publishers. These vendor collections 
required more call number enhancements. A total of more than 60,000 ebook records without LC call 
numbers required remediation in the catalog. These records represented critical academic disciplines, 
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including foreign language materials, electrical engineering, psychology, archeology, medieval history, 
reference materials, and music and drama collections. It was important for USF Libraries to represent 
these disciplines accurately in the report cards. Assigning call numbers to these collections added clarity 
and completeness while improving the accuracy of analytics call number reporting, including those used 
on the report cards. Thus, staff time and effort invested in this project yielded valuable results.

The Ebook Call Number Team proceeded to the second phase of the action plan after determining that 
it would be useful for USF Libraries to add LCC to all ebooks. In this phase, the team experimented 
with various methods to batch add call numbers to MARC records in Alma. Most of the USF Libraries’ 
electronic resources were activated in Alma’s CZ, creating an Institution Zone (IZ) record linked to the 
CZ record for local use. Updating the CZ records themselves is problematic for individual institutions 
because Ex Libris maintains the CZ records with metadata supplied by the various vendors. Institutions 
do have the ability to add certain local fields to the CZ record, which creates the local fields in the IZ 
linked record. The local field must include special coding (local extension) to prevent the call number 
from being overwritten when Ex Libris updates metadata in the CZ. The team elected to use the 090 
field with a local extension to insert call numbers into the IZ copies of the CZ records. Inserting 60,000 
LC call numbers manually was not feasible. The Ebook Call Number Team experimented with two 
approaches to batch-processing LC call numbers into Alma. One option was to create a set and apply 
normalization and indication rules to insert the same call number via a job. A second option involved 
retrieving MARC records with the proper call number and overlaying them into Alma using an import 
profile. The team ultimately used both processes throughout the project. The second process (overlay) 
worked well during the automation phase, and the first process (normalization and indication rules) 
was useful during the cataloging quality-control phase.

In the third phase of the action plan, the team needed to devise a method to automate call number 
retrieval. Processes explored included using a macro to scrape call numbers from WorldCat, using 
OCLC Classify, the MarcEdit/Alma API, OpenRefine, the OCLC Connexion API, or ChatGPT. The macro 
process worked well, but it retrieved only the call number, not the whole MARC record. OCLC Classify 
created a call number from the OCLC subject heading, but OCLC discontinued this plug-in. Although 
OpenRefine is excellent for cleaning metadata and provides APIs for data retrieval, the team was unable 
to retrieve OCLC call numbers in batch. MarcEdit, an excellent cataloging tool, has an API for retrieving 
records from Alma, which could then be updated in MarcEdit and returned to Alma. Because MarcEdit’s 
call number plug-in was tied to the discontinued OCLC Classify, the team could not use this tool.

The Connexion API had the greatest potential for the call number project because it enables OCLC 
searches that return either specific fields or complete MARC records. With assistance from the C&D 
Department’s programmer, the team used this feature to retrieve call numbers, insert the local 090 
extensions, and then reload the records into Alma. Because the USF Libraries are an OCLC member, 
it is permissible to retrieve OCLC records and call numbers via API and use them in the IZ of Alma. 
Institutions without a programmer on staff may find this solution difficult because it requires extensive 
programming expertise to write API data retrieval code. The team lastly explored using ChatGPT to 
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retrieve call numbers. Although ChatGPT had great potential for future projects, the team ultimately 
decided not to use it for this project due to the extensive training required to teach ChatGPT the LCC 
system.

The Metadata/Cataloging Unit collected statistics on the Ebook Call Number Project throughout the 
project to assess its success, evaluate its effectiveness, and inform improvements to the workflow for 
future endeavors. Each team member recorded consistent, identifiable metrics for each task and for 
every step within that task. Statistics collected at the beginning of the project indicated the number 
of ebooks in Alma with call numbers and which collections required remediation. Statistics collected 
during the project indicated the number of call numbers successfully corrected by the automation 
process, the number requiring manual updates, and the number requiring manual correction by 
catalogers. Statistics collected at the end of the project determined the total number of ebooks that now 
had an LC call number and the number that still required one. These statistics proved invaluable to the 
team for monitoring progress and assessing the success of the automation process. Figure 5 shows the 
project’s statistics tracking spreadsheet.

Implementation Workflow

Once the action plan phases were completed, the gathered information was used to develop an 
implementation workflow for this project. The workflow consists of the following processes: record set 
creation, automation, quality control, and report creation.

The first process in the implementation workflow involved creating MARC record sets for ebooks 
that required call numbers. A team member created sets in Alma for each electronic ebook collection 
activated in the CZ. Each set was then exported as full MARC bibliographic records. These MARC 

Figure 5. Statistics tracking for call number insertion.
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records were run through MarcEdit, and field counts for all call number fields were recorded; these 
were later used to assess the effectiveness of the automation process. The team stored this data in a 
project statistics spreadsheet organized by vendor and ebook collection for easy retrieval and analysis.

The second process in the workflow involved the automation process. The programmer created a 
program that retrieved LC call numbers from OCLC by using the Connexion API. These call numbers 
were inserted into a 090 local extension field. The metadata specialist created an import profile to 
reload MARC records into Alma with the local 090 extension field. The MARC records were then 
reloaded into Alma by vendor and collection. The total number of automated call numbers was recorded 
on the project statistics spreadsheet.

The third process of the workflow involved quality control. While the Ebook Call Number Team felt 
automation was the best approach, for quality-control purposes, catalogers still needed to monitor 
it. The complex copy catalogers checked the reloaded records for accuracy and corrected any errors 
in the automation. The catalogers also manually inserted call numbers into records that could not be 
automated. The team performed final quality control on project completion and recorded the statistics 
in the project statistics spreadsheet.

The final process in the workflow involved creating analytical queries for building report cards. 
The metadata quality-control manager used Alma Analytics to build custom reports for the C&D 
Department, which were in turn used to create USF Libraries report cards.

Record Set Creation Process

A team member conducted an advanced search in Alma to ensure the data was relevant and accurately 
reflected the intended collection. The search sought book titles in electronic collections that lacked call 
numbers. Figure 6 displays search parameters used in Alma.

The results were saved as a set, and then the bibliographic data from the set was exported using Alma’s 
“Export Bibliographic Records.” The downloads were too large to handle efficiently, so the files were 

Figure 6. Advanced search in record set creation process.
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parsed into smaller sets of 1,000 records. This approach improved processing times and allowed the 
programmer to detect errors more easily. Renaming the parsed files to a standard naming convention 
helped avoid issues during automated processing.

Automation Process

This section provides a comprehensive automation workflow for the Ebook Call Number Project. The 
automation process used Python to enhance bibliographic records. The heart of the automation process 
was a Python program designed to streamline the retrieval and integration of call numbers into MARC 
records.

The core of the automation strategy was a custom Python program.18 Inspired by earlier efforts to use 
a macro for automation, the programmer developed a solution tailored to the project’s specific needs. 
In the article “Opening the Door: A First Look at the OCLC WorldCat Metadata API,” Terry Reese 
mentioned that OCLC WorldCat APIs support read and write access to the WorldCat database, as well 
as offer new functions and workflows that directly interact with the WorldCat database.19 Using the 
capability described by Reese, the programmer wrote a Python program that used an API to search for 
bibliographic records one by one in the OCLC database, using different identifiers and prioritizing them 
based on their relevance and availability. Upon retrieving the call numbers from bibliographic records, 
the program automatically inserted them into the MARC records, specifically into the 090 field. This 
automation ensured that bibliographic records were accurately updated with the correct call numbers, 
requiring minimal manual intervention.

Before writing the Python program, the programmer needed to complete two tasks. The first one was 
to request a WorldShare Key at the WSKey Management platform. Obtaining this key was crucial for 
integrating OCLC’s resources into the automation process because it provided access to two critical 
services: the WorldCat Search API, which enabled searching for bibliographic records in WorldCat; 
and the WorldCat Metadata API, which facilitated the retrieval and management of metadata from 
WorldCat. The second task was to prepare the programming tools. For this project, the programmer 
utilized PyCharm, specifically the professional version. PyCharm is a robust Integrated Development 
Environment (IDE) that supports Python programming with features such as code completion, 
debugging, and project management.20 The program relied on several Python libraries to function 
effectively: Pandas 3.0.3, Pymarc 5.1.0, and BookOps-WorldCat 0.5.0. Python 3.9.8 was used to ensure 
compatibility with the libraries and tools.

The programming logic addressed the limitations of the OCLC API and ensured accurate retrieval of 
bibliographic information. The OCLC API could retrieve full bibliographic records with call numbers 
only when searching by OCLC number. If searches used other identifiers such as ISBN or titles, the API 
would return brief records containing OCLC numbers but not call numbers. The program’s approach 
was to find the OCLC number and use it to retrieve the full MARC record and extract the first call 
number field found on the record.
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Figure 7 displays a flowchart of the Python program. The following explains how the program processed 
a single record. First, the program read a MARC record and initiated a search using available identifiers. 
If an OCLC number was present, the program issued a follow-up request using that number to retrieve 
a full bibliographic record that included the call number. Once the call number was retrieved, it was 
automatically inserted into a local 090 field of the MARC record. If there was no OCLC number, 
then the program searched using other available identifiers and then retrieved brief records with 
OCLC numbers. The program then made a follow-up request using the OCLC numbers to fetch full 
bib records, which would include call numbers. Once the first call number was retrieved, it was 
automatically inserted into the local 090 field of the MARC record.

The Python program generated three distinct file types for each set of bibliographic records, each 
serving a specific purpose in the bibliographic data enhancement workflow. The program’s primary 
output was a set of MARC records with call numbers automatically inserted into the local 090 field. 
These records overlayed existing records in Alma. The second output was a Comma-Separated Values 
(CSV) file that catalogers used for quality control, to review and correct, to assign call numbers as 
needed, or to make necessary adjustments. The third output consisted of program log files, which the 
programmer used to monitor the program’s performance, check for correct execution, and identify any 
errors or issues.

According to Toaza and Esztergár-Kiss, the development and implementation of Python programs have 
significantly streamlined the bibliographic data management process.21 By automating the retrieval and 
integration of call numbers using Python programming, the team enhanced accuracy, reduced manual 
effort, and improved overall efficiency.

The final step in the automation process was to overlay the MARC records in Alma with the primary 
output from the Python program. This was done using an import profile. The import profile was 
configured to ensure that records were updated correctly and that the new call numbers were properly 
incorporated into the existing bibliographic data. To optimize the import process and improve efficiency 
and the accuracy of statistical tracking, the 1,000-record files were combined by vendor when possible.

Figure 7. Customized Python program automation workflow chart.
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Quality-Control Process

The third process in the Ebook Call Number Project workflow was quality control. Park and Tosaka 
indicate that it is essential to perform thorough quality control to ensure the accuracy of the 
bibliographic data.22 The Python program, although efficient, occasionally retrieved incorrect call 
numbers or included irrelevant content. Catalogers manually reviewed the automated call numbers 
to verify that the assigned LC class was correct and relevant by matching the assigned call number to 
the subject headings; they corrected any discrepancies or errors identified during the review process 
directly in Alma. The catalogers also created call numbers for records that could not be automated.

Catalogers received reports in the form of CSV files as part of the Python program’s second output. See 
figure 8 for an example of the fields in the quality-control report. After converting the CSV file to Excel, 
the catalogers verified that the retrieved call numbers were accurate.

The cataloger used the report to identify and 
correct incorrect call numbers and to assign 
call numbers to items that had not received 
one. Although the percentage of incorrect call 
numbers was low, some were present. For 
example, if the wrong OCLC number was in 
Alma’s CZ record, the program pulled call 
numbers from records that did not match the 
item. When no OCLC number was available, 
the program performed a title search, which 
sometimes yielded inaccurate results. Sometimes the OCLC record did not have an actual LC call 
number but contained phrases such as “Internet Access” or “Electronic Resource” in a call number field. 
Additionally, the call number field sometimes contained incomplete call numbers: it included only the 
alphabetical portion of the LC call number or call number ranges (e.g., AB12-56).

Depending on the number of call numbers that needed correction, the cataloger either intervened 
manually or ran a batch process. During manual correction, catalogers would search OCLC by title or 
ISBN to obtain a call number. If no record with an appropriate call number was found, the cataloger 
would search for subject headings in OCLC and/or the Alma CZ and use ClassWeb to determine a 
corresponding call number. Catalogers also used Dewey Decimal numbers (if present) and searched 
in ClassWeb to find an LC call number. As a last resort, the ebook itself was consulted to assign a call 
number for the item using subject analysis. Once a call number was identified, the cataloger would 
insert a 090 local extension field into the IZ record in Alma and delete any incorrect call number fields 
added through automation.

Typically, when more than 100 call numbers needed to be corrected or added, a batch process was used 
to save time. During a batch process, records with similar subject headings were assigned the same LC 
call number and updated in bulk using a normalization rule. Catalogers used the same procedure for 
determining batch call numbers as the earlier process for creating manual call numbers. Normalization 

Figure 8. Cataloger’s quality-control report.
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rules are queries used to modify bibliographic records in Alma. After creating a set of records in Alma, 
the cataloger would export the bibliographic records from Alma and use a MarcEdit tool to convert 
to a spreadsheet with the following fields: identifier, OCLC numbers, title, call number, and subject 
headings. Abrahamse wrote, “This tool can provide a useful overview of large or even not-so-large files 
of MARC records.”23

The catalogers sorted the MarcEdit report by the MARC 050 field and removed records that already 
contained call numbers. These call numbers were most likely added to the IZ record after the team 
exported the original MARC record set. Next to be sorted are the local 090 fields that were incorrectly 
assigned by the automation process; these items were collected and converted into a set in Alma. Once 
the set was created, the local 090 fields were bulk deleted from the records using a normalization rule. 
The catalogers would then sort by subject headings, and main class call numbers were assigned based 
on these headings. It was not necessary to create cutters for the call numbers because the USF Libraries 
report cards represent twelve broad discipline areas and use only the top level of the LCC structure. 
This made it possible to add one general call number to the entire subject area. For example, items 
with a subject heading about soil moisture were assigned the LC call number S594. All items assigned 
the call number S594 were grouped into a single set in Alma. Before running the job that inserts the 
correct local 090 fields, the cataloger would edit the normalization rule associated with the job. Using 
the same example, the normalization rule was adjusted to insert the value S594 into the local 090 field. 
The normalization rule must be updated to reflect the call number to be inserted into the records before 
each run. Examples of the normalization rules created for this project are in figure 9.

Analytics Reports Process

With the data now enhanced in Alma through the completion of the Ebook Call Number Project and 
the uploading of COUNTER reports via SUSHI harvesting, the Report Card process could now be 
automated. The fourth process in the workflow was to build Alma Analytics reports to facilitate the 
creation of the USF Libraries report cards. LCC was built into Alma’s reporting capabilities. This 
allowed the construction of analytics reports to capture inventory and usage counts for print and 
electronic resources by LC Class. The consortium built Alma Analytics reports by LCC for USF Libraries; 
the Ebook Call Number Team further customized these reports by adding LCC to the consortia-created 
IPEDS reports. This allowed USF Libraries to report on the print book and journal inventory counts, 
as well as ebook and e-journal counts, by discipline for the annual report cards. The usage statistics 

Figure 9. Examples of Alma normalization rules.
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were compiled into two separate analytics reports: one for print loan usage by the LC class and one for 
electronic COUNTER report usage by the LC Class.

To test the reliability of the Alma Analytics–created report cards, the previous year’s data from the 
manual report card creation was compared with the Alma Analytics–created reports of the current 
year; the number counts for inventory and usage were found to be very similar. The Alma Analytics 
report card data was also compared with vendor data and SUSHI reports to verify accuracy. This new 
automated process using Alma provided much more comprehensive data and generated incredible time 
savings in report creation.

Outcomes

The Call Number Project Team kept statistics on the various components of the project throughout the 
entire process. Initially, statistics were collected on the current percentage of ebooks with call numbers. 
During the project, the team collected statistics on the following: the number of call numbers added by 
automation; the number of automated call numbers requiring corrections; the number of call numbers 
manually added by catalogers; and the number of records with 050 fields added since the start of the 
project. Finally, toward the end of the project, the team ran analytics reports to determine how many 
ebooks had call numbers after the project and performed advanced searches in Alma to identify ebooks 
without call numbers for future cleanup.

Considering the ratio of call number records before and after the project, the data confirms that before 
the project, there were 631,129 records with call numbers and 59,040 without call numbers. After the 
project, there were 685,724 records with call numbers and only 4,445 without call numbers. All records 
included in the project results exclude primary resources, music scores, and audiovisual electronic 
materials because the focus of the project was ebooks. The 4,445 records without call numbers may 
either no longer exist or were unintentionally excluded; these records will be reconciled in future 
cleanup efforts. Looking at the same statistics as percentages, before the project, 90 percent of the 
ebook records contained call numbers, and 10 percent lacked them. After the project was complete,  
99 percent of the ebook records contained call numbers, and only 1 percent lacked them.

Considering the time and labor required to insert call numbers into the local 090 field, the data 
indicates that of the 59,040 records with no call numbers, 44,653 call numbers were inserted through 
the automation process, and only 2,641 of the automated call numbers required correction. Finally, 
the catalogers had to enter 9,942 call numbers manually. The automation data, shown as percentages, 
indicates that 94 percent of automated call numbers were correct, and only 6 percent required 
modification. Data further shows that 78 percent of the call number insertions were automated,  
5 percent needed corrections as a result of the automation process, and 17 percent required catalogers 
to manually insert call numbers. See figure 10 for automation statistics.
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Conclusions

The automation process retrieved call numbers with an accuracy rate of greater than 94 percent. Not 
only was the Ebook Call Number Project successful, but its benefits were numerous and immediately 
apparent. Statistics for the annual report cards no longer had to be compiled manually from vendor 
websites, reducing the time required to produce the report cards. The accuracy of Alma Analytics 
reports improved by almost 50 percent, making the report cards more accurate. Adding LCC numbers 
enabled the USF Libraries to sort library resources by discipline, a key factor in accreditation reports for 
new programs. USF Libraries were now able to provide more comprehensive report cards to the various 
departments and colleges at the USF.

Lessons Learned

The Call Number Project Team identified several valuable lessons; however, five key lessons may help 
other institutions undertaking this project. First, due to the nature of Alma, most of the USF Libraries’ 
electronic records are linked to the CZ. Still, some ebook collections are loaded locally and are not 
available in the CZ. The team did not consider this possibility when running sets at the beginning of the 
project and inadvertently captured some local records that were not linked to the CZ during the reload 
process. The import profile was set to update the CZ records with a local extension that placed the call 
number in our IZ linked records; accordingly, these local records would not overlay because they were 
not linked to the CZ and needed to be updated manually. The typical error was “Match Found but Not 
Imported.” As noted by Chen, Kim, and Montgomery, overlaying local bibliographic records often 
requires specific import profiles and workflows.24 In the future, these local records would be excluded 
from the record set and updated separately using a different import profile. Second, the team learned 
that between the time the records were exported from Alma and reloaded, some records had been 
removed because of CZ updates and automatic holdings updates from certain vendors. Because these 
records were no longer in Alma, they did not reload. The typical error message was “No Match Found.” 

Figure 10. Statistics on the call number automation.
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This was also an issue noted by Rathemacher, Ragucci, and Doellinger in their article “Don’t Wait, 
Automate! Industry Perspectives on KBART Holdings Automation.”25

Third, the team discovered that exporting an entire collection from Alma sometimes included records 
for materials other than ebooks. Some collections in the CZ include ebooks, audio, streaming media, 
and e-journals in the same collection, all for the same vendor and on the same platform. This oversight 
highlighted the importance of setting correct facets from the beginning. In the future, the team will 
need to filter collections by material type and export only ebook records. Fourth, the team discovered 
that ebooks purchased by the consortium were activated in the Network Zone for distribution to 
consortia members; USF Libraries were unable to automate updates in batch to Network Zone records. 
Finally, during the MARC record export process in Alma, a collection level bib record was exported in 
each file. This affected both the automation process and the project’s statistical analysis. To resolve this, 
a team member used MarcEdit to remove these collection bib records before finalizing the files.

Although the Python program has proved effective, the API request limitations have been a challenge. 
One potential issue was the risk of being temporarily blocked by OCLC because of excessive API 
requests. Several times, the programmer encountered temporary access restrictions when the program 
sent numerous requests in a short period. The typical resolution was to wait a couple of hours before 
resuming the requests. To mitigate this risk, the team opted to keep files small, limiting each file to 
1,000 records. This approach, recommended by Terry Reese, helped manage API load and reduced the 
likelihood of hitting request limits.26

The team also established best practices to ensure quality control. For example, when searching for 
records in OCLC, if there was no OCLC number or ISBN, the Python program would perform a title 
search for the record in OCLC. Although this had a 50 percent success rate, it also returned incorrect 
call numbers that required manual correction. Future projects will not include title searching; records 
with neither an OCLC number nor an ISBN will be moved directly to manual processing.

Many of the corrections to automated changes were due to faulty metadata in the MARC records. Many 
OCLC records contained “electronic resource” or “online” in the call number field instead of an actual 
call number, and these records had to be updated manually. The programmer resolved this issue by 
programmatically filtering these exceptions from the results and then searching for another record with 
an actual call number. Another change for future projects will be to include subject headings in the 
program reports for each record. Without the subject headings, catalogers matched call numbers based 
on the title alone, which could introduce a margin of error depending on the depth of context the title 
conveyed. Including subject headings from the project’s outset will enable more accurate verification of 
call numbers and eliminate the need to run sets through MarcEdit to find them.

Overall, the workflow for the Ebook Call Number Project performed well, with only a few minor, 
unexpected issues that the team corrected as the project progressed. Some of the workflow 
improvements include filtering Alma searches by material type and filtering out local collections 
in Alma. A separate workflow will be designed to add call numbers to local collections, including 
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creating an import profile to update the call numbers of local records and filtering local collections 
only when searching. Removing title searching from the programming improved the API’s accuracy, 
and writing advanced scripting filters eliminated false hits in the call number field, further improving 
the automation process. During manual call number insertion, adding subject heading retrieval 
to the automation process made manual cataloging of call numbers easier for the cataloger. These 
improvements have made a big difference in the workflow performance.

Alternative Methods for Institutions Without a Programmer

The workflow discussed in this article was created through an iterative process. During the development 
phase, the Call Number Project Team explored various alternative techniques to accomplish different 
parts of the project. These were ultimately discarded in favor of a more efficient process developed by 
a programmer. It’s important to note that not all institutions have programming resources available. 
Therefore, the authors document alternative methods to provide alternative paths to accomplish a 
similar project. Without programming expertise, UI.Vision’s RPA, a macro-recording program (https://
ui.vision/), and ChatGPT (https://chatgpt.com/) are two tools that librarians could consider using to 
automate the process of finding call numbers for ebooks, with several caveats discussed in the following 
paragraphs.

UI.Vision RPA was successfully used to automate the process of looking up ISBNs on the FirstSearch 
website and retrieving LC call numbers. This free browser extension allows users to record macros, 
which means that mouse clicks and keystrokes can be recorded as the user navigates through a website. 
The strengths of UI.Vision RPA include user-friendly basic functionality, the ability to use spreadsheets 
for input and output, thorough product documentation (https://ui.vision/rpa/docs), and free cost.

The completed workflow involved providing a spreadsheet of ISBNs to a macro, which then searched 
the OCLC FirstSearch website and recorded the LC call number back onto the spreadsheet. Although 
successful in trials, the drawback was the time required to obtain results. The macro searched the 
website in real time, meaning it had to fill out forms, click buttons, and load webpages for each search. 
Although effective, this process was inefficient compared with a programming solution. Developing the 
macro was also not as straightforward as recording. The data returned on search result pages was not 
static and not always in the same location. Extracting the LC number required identifying the correct 
Xpath, and the macro also needed additional adjustments to account for variables such as page loading 
times.

Macros created using UI.Vision RPA can automate the process of retrieving call numbers from 
FirstSearch. This tool could be beneficial for institutions that lack programming support; however, 
setting up macros can be complex and finicky. Fortunately, UI.Vision provides excellent documentation, 
and the community offers strong support (https://forum.ui.vision/).

ChatGPT was used experimentally to identify call numbers for a fringe case. This project was completed 
in ChatGPT-4, the current version at the time, using the Data Analyst GPT, a paid service. Since then, 
the results have been replicated in the free version of ChatGPT-5. One collection of ebooks that needed 

https://ui.vision/
https://ui.vision/
https://chatgpt.com/
https://ui.vision/rpa/docs
https://forum.ui.vision/
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LC numbers lacked ISBNs but had subject headings. ChatGPT was used to look up the subject headings 
from the LC Subject Headings Word document and return the LC number.

The advantage of using ChatGPT in this case was that it could search across different file types to return 
results. ChatGPT was given an Excel file containing the ebook titles and a Microsoft Word file with the 
LC Subject Headings. It was able to look up the subject headings from the Excel file in the Word file and 
then print the results back into the Excel file. ChatGPT’s strengths include its ability to handle multiple 
file types and to perform complex tasks via conversational prompts without requiring programming or 
specialized knowledge. However, obtaining the exact output often requires iterative experimentation 
with the application. A careful examination of the results is also required because ChatGPT can make 
errors or be incomplete in its responses.

The use of ChatGPT in cataloging has been controversial. For instance, the article “From ChatGPT to 
CatGPT: The Implications of Artificial Intelligence on Library Cataloging” asserted that ChatGPT could 
make successful MARC records.27 This set off a flurry of letters to the editor and a scathing review of 
the article titled “ChatGPT Not Useful as a Tool to Streamline Library Cataloguing Processes.”28 The 
criticisms centered around how error-ridden the artificial intelligence (AI)-generated MARC records 
were and how the author, not a cataloger, was unqualified and unable to determine the quality of the 
records.29 Lowagie, in his careful, nuanced approach to creating an ethical universal catalog, says that 
AI, as a tool, “plays a pivotal role in recognizing patterns and relationships across datasets.”30 This 
project takes a similar view of ChatGPT as a singular, useful tool within a broader methodology. In this 
use case, ChatGPT accomplishes a specific task with easily verifiable results, making it a useful tool in a 
cataloger’s arsenal.

Automating the retrieval of call numbers for ebooks is still possible even without programming 
resources. Applications such as UI.Vision RPA and ChatGPT can reduce substantial burdens by 
automating more labor-intensive tasks in a project, improving reporting and visibility of e-resources.

Future Plans

On completion of the project, USF Libraries’ immediate plans included enhancing metadata for 
e-journals; however, lessons learned from the ebook enhancement enabled the e-journal project to 
proceed more quickly, and it was completed in the summer of 2024. The Metadata/Cataloging Unit 
plans to run an annual update of ebooks and e-journals using a modified workflow. Because annual 
updates will be in smaller batches, using AI applications to validate call numbers against subject 
headings and enhance metadata could improve the automation process. Additionally, the unit is 
considering expanding the metadata enhancement to include subject headings and call numbers. To 
make reports and statistics available to stakeholders across USF Libraries, the Metadata/Cataloging 
unit will create a dashboard that allows any department to run reports as needed. High-quality 
metadata is critical to improving the library’s ability to generate accurate reports that display library 
resources for the benefit of the university.
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Collection Management Basics, Eighth Edition. By Margaret Zarnosky Saponaro, John 
Novak, and G. Edward Evans. New York: Bloomsbury, 2025. 432p. $67.95 softcover  
(ISBN 9798216170259); $130.00 hardcover (ISBN 9798216170297).

Collections Management Basics is a textbook focused on all aspects of collections—from selection to 
preservation—for all types of libraries. This updated edition is the eighth in the series and continues 
to discuss different aspects of the collection management cycle in easy-to-understand chapters. Each 
chapter draws attention to information with callout boxes such as “Check This Out,” which highlights 
specific articles or examples. Another callout box titled “Something to Watch” captures a new trend in 
collections. In addition, “From the Advisory Board” provides a narrative from one of the three advisory 
board members from public and school libraries who helped contribute to this edition. The “From the 
Advisory Board” callout boxes resembled the quick tips that you would hear in between sessions at 
a library conference akin to “at my library we did this” type advice, which could either be helpful or 
impractical depending on the reader.

This textbook appears to be comparable to Fundamentals of Collection Development and Management 
by Peggy Johnson and Mary Beth Weber and Collection Development and Management for 21st 
Century Library Collections by Vicki L. Gregory.1 Although Johnson and Weber’s textbook is more in 
depth and Gregory’s is a concise text less concerned with the history of collections and more focused on 
present day, the authors of this textbook strike a balance between the two that is more approachable for 
library and information science students.

While Collections Management Basics is meant to serve as a library and information science textbook, 
it is also a great resource for new or mid-career librarians who have taken on a role within the collection 
management cycle. Each element of collections is introduced, explained, and then dissected, providing 
the history and updated challenges that many library staff encounter when working in collections. For 
example, the chapter “Assessing User Needs” provides a background on the importance of conducting 
a needs assessment based on library users (78), explains how to get started with collecting data (82), 
and then goes in depth on how to find demographic data (87) and how to communicate value using data 
visualizations (89).

This eighth edition of Collections Management Basics covers the unique challenges brought on by 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The authors discuss the importance that was placed on e-resources during 
this period (8), the way collaboration changed due to remote work (243), and the need for additional 
disaster preparedness plans to ensure access to information (349). Many of the chapters touch on how 
the pandemic affected all types of libraries and what decisions were made as a result of this new shift in 
patron behavior. For example, many universities reduced their print serials based on the lack of need by 
patrons during this time of limited print access. Library staff had time to complete assessment reviews 
of their print serials collections to see what could be removed in order to save space and future staff 
time (290).

Book Review
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In addition to the pandemic coverage, this edition explores trends to watch closely that were emerging 
at the time of publication. Some of these trends are called out specifically in the “Something to Watch” 
sections, while others are interspersed within the chapters. Artificial intelligence started to impact 
libraries in a significant way during the writing of this edition, and its implications for copyright were 
only beginning to be explored. Other new trends that affected library collections were #BookTok 
and review bombing. The #BookTok trend has contributed to an increase of patron requests and will 
continue to impact book selection in public and academic libraries (50). In determining which books 
to purchase, library staff often read online reviews, including reviews on the Goodreads website. 
Goodreads addressed recent “review bombing,” which is when users post negative reviews that have 
nothing to do with the book itself and often are used to harass authors (106). This anecdote served as a 
reminder to read multiple reviews for a book before making a final purchasing decision.

Overall, this textbook allows library and information science students, as well as library staff, to gain an 
understanding of each aspect of the collection management cycle and does so in a manageable fourteen 
chapters. Each chapter ends with a “Points to Keep in Mind” section that summarizes the chapter in 
a short, bullet-point format. There is also a list of references in every section that allows readers to 
go deeper into an example or resource from that chapter. While the three authors are experienced 
academic librarians and administrators, the addition of the public and school advisory board members 
enables this resource to be beneficial to public and academic library staff alike. However, there are few 
examples from special libraries. Future editions could include anecdotes or advisory board members 
from special libraires to assist library staff in hospital, law, or other unique libraries. The examples 
from academic and public libraries can help all collections library staff from all libraries understand the 
basics of the collection management cycle and how to handle challenges with intellectual freedom, open 
access, digital resources, and financial constraints. The authors have updated this edition to account for 
new emerging trends and new ways to perform collection management basic duties. —Rayla E. Tokarz 
(rtokarz@unr.edu), University of Nevada, Reno

Note

1.	 Peggy Johnson and Mary Beth Weber, Fundamentals of Collection Development and Management, 5th ed.  
(Facet Publishing, 2025); Vicki L. Gregory, Collection Development and Management for 21st Century 
Library Collections: An Introduction, 2nd ed. (ALA Neal-Schuman, 2019).
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