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The Distance to a Star: Subject
Measurement of the Library of

Congress and University of Florida

Collections

A study was undertaken at the University of Florida libraries to compare
holdings with those of the Library of Congress. It was concerned with
relative proportions in various subject categories corresponding to areas
of purchasing at Florida. Its object was the provision of data so that the
book-fund allocation formula might be weighted to favor funds from
which substantial retrospective purchasing was desirable. Sampling and
shelflist measurement provided the major sources. As a byproduct, the
study provided a basis for comparing holdings of the two libraries which
revealed an extremely high correlation in subject content, distributed in

twenty-eight subject fields.

IT MIGHT SEEM UNLIKELY that any one
university library would seek to compare
its holdings with those of the Library of
Congress in terms of the distribution of
subject matter in the collections of the
two institutions. The university library
could assume, with good reason, that its
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collections had been developed to fulfill
requirements for books appropriate to
the courses offered and to the research
needs of its academic community over a
period of years; that emphases in the
curricula would have varied over the
years and the scope of the collections
would accordingly reflect these emphases
by either selectivity or comprehensive-
ness in certain subjects; that because of
quite differing aims there would be no
reasons for assuming that the collections
of the university library and those of the
Library of Congress would be subject
comparable; and that as a consequence
of these assumptions one might postulate
that there could be little gain in making
such comparisons.

Relative proportions of the Library of
Congress and the University of Florida
libraries holdings have nonetheless been
measured by the latter institution on at
least three occasions, of which the ear-
liest was in 1949, for the purpose of de-
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veloping a “depth-of-field” factor. This
factor is one of several in a formula used
in budgeting that portion of the library
funds distributed to colleges and depart-
ments of the university for the purchase
of books and periodicals, and for bind-
ing. What follows is in no sense con-
cerned with the pros and cons of “alloca-
tion” as a method of distributing book
funds; its object is rather to report some
part of the findings of a specific investi-
gation.

Depth of field, as a formula factor, was
conceived as a method of taking into ac-
count, in the distribution of funds, the
whole of publishing history and where
the Florida library stood in its collecting
in relation to numbers of books printed
since 1450 in a broad range of subject
areas. Stating the need in another way,
the University of Florida libraries con-
stitute a relatively young collection, with
holdings of about 525,000 volumes as re-
cently as 1953. It was argued that in
terms of all published books and the
need for acquisitions in those disciplines
with a longer printing history, more
funds should be expended to achieve the
retrospective collections needed, for ex-
ample, in history, language, and litera-
ture than to provide for retrospective
purchases in newer subject areas with a
significantly shorter and less voluminous
printing history, such as the sciences.

Given the object, then, of measuring
publishing over a most broad spectrum
of subjects, it was decided that the print-
ed catalogs of the Library of Congress
represented the one best and readily
available source for such measurement.
In preparation of the 1949/50 allocation
formula, two thousand titles were sam-
pled in A Catalog of Books Represented
by Library of Congress Printed Cards
(cards issued from August 1898 through
July 1942). The technique in sampling
and recording of information about the
titles searched was substantially the same
as that followed some five years later

when a more extensive study was made.

In the spring of 1954, under the direc-
tion of Vivian Prince, then head of the
technical processes department, a sam-
pling was again made of A Catalog of
Books Represented by Library of Con-
gress Printed Cards, and the first Sup-
plement (cards issued from August 1942
through December 1947). In this sam-
pling, over seven thousand titles were
checked in the 209 volumes and distrib-
uted among some one hundred and sev-
enty discrete categories according to
Dewey Decimal Classification. The titles
were then searched in the union card
catalog of the university libraries, and
for each title a record made of whether
or not it was represented.

In reporting the findings to Stanley L.
West, director of libraries, Miss Prince
took note of the fact that the printed
catalogs which had been systematically
sampled did not in fact represent the
collections of the Library of Congress,
but only that part of the collections for
which catalog cards had been printed;
that the Bible, government documents,
English and American fiction, and Amer-
ican trade books acquired by copyright
deposit were some of the areas in which
the LC catalog was heavily weighted
while other fields, for example foreign
languages and literatures, were not well
represented; and that there was no
necessary relationship between the sub-
ject balance of the Library of Congress
collections and those of a modern uni-
versity library. But because the LC cat-
alogs did offer an approach to the total-
ity of printed books, the findings of this
sampling were utilized in the preparation
of a depth-of-field factor in the book al-
locations prepared for the fiscal bien-
nium 1955-57 and were taken into ac-
count in the distribution of funds in the
next four biennia.

Early in 1965 a subcommittee of the
Committee on University Libraries was
charged with the preparation of a new
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schedule for the allocation of college and
departmental library funds. (The funds
so allocated ultimately represented in
the 1963-66 budget 55 per cent of the
total, while funds for “library general”
were 45 per cent.) Again, the subcom-
mittee agreed that depth of field should
be incorporated as an element of the al-
location formula. It was decided that
the 1954 sampling should be brought up
to date by adding an additional sampling
which would enlarge the universe and
perhaps confirm the earlier findings. The
new sampling base used was The Li-
brary of Congress Author Catalog, 1948-
1952, and The National Union Catalog,
a Cumulative Author List, 1953-1957.
With the advice of Willard O. Ash,

professor of statistics, a new and sub-
stantially different application of the
sampling was developed. Rather than
working up data based on what specific
titles the libraries had acquired of those
LC titles sampled, as had been done in
the 1954 analysis, a measurement of the
distance between the University of Flor-
ida holdings and the Library of Congress
holdings was sought.

From the 1954 sample, the 7,027 titles
were assigned to twenty-eight categories
corresponding to departmental and col-
lege acquisition funds. The sample was
reduced to 6,195 in this process because
not all titles could be so assigned. From
the 1965 sampling of The Library of
Congress Author Catalog and The Na-

TABLE 1.

PERCENTAGES OF LisraRY oF CoNGRESs HoLpiNGs AND UNIVERSITY OF
Frorma HoLpimNgs N DESIGNATED SUBJECT AREAS

Per Cent LC Per cent L.C Per Cent All Per Cent
Library Book Catalogs | Author Catalog and | LC Catalogs University of
Allocation Designation to Dec. 1947 NUC 1948-57 to 1957 Florida Holdings
Agriculture . 5.762 4.463 5.367 6.867
Anthropology .823 959 .864 710
Architecture . . . . . 1.194 1.180 1.190 2.655
AR TITET L S T 2.485 2.950 2.627 1.245
Astronomy . S 387 479 415 479
Biology . 2.292 2.434 2.335 2,171
Business Administration 9.168 10.438 9.555 12.758 —
Chemistry 1.662 2.065 1.785 1.677
Education 3.179 3.909 3.402 8,153~
Engineering 4.552 7.783 5.535 5.980
English . 12,832 6.860 11.015 9.119 >~
Foreign Languages 9.120 11.619 9.880 9.169
Forestry e 484 848 .595 501
Geo, aphy : 2.760 4.426 3.267 2.757
Geolo 1.937 1.327 1.751 1.349
H:.story 7 11.977 11.287 11.767 11.684
Journalism & Comm. .694 .922, 763 .814
Mathematics 1.065 .553 .909 1.556 —
Meteorology 790 .258 .628 184~
Music . 2.502 2.360 2.459 1.733
Philosoph ; 1.372 1.143 1.302 1.997
Physic Educatmn 1.775 1.291 1.628 1.076
Physics . . ; .855 1.143 943 1.364
Political Science 9.410 7.709 8.892 6.094
Psychology . 1.210 1:327 1.246 1.386
Religion 5.940 5.864 5.917 2.928
Sociology 3.341 4.241 3.615 3.312
Speech 419 147 .336 .266
Total . 99.987 99.985 99.988 99.984
Number Sampled 6,195 211 8908, | A L
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tional Union Catalog covering the pe-
riod 1948 through 1957, 2,711 of 2,898
items were similarly assigned to the de-
partmental designations, providing a
total sample of 8,906.

It is not relevant to this report to ex-
plain the development and the applica-
tion of the measurement of distance, and
the ultimate resultant depth-of-field fac-
tor, since as used in the formula the in-
terdisciplinary purchasing patterns of de-
partments and colleges were also taken
into account. What is significant, how-
ever, is the comparison of the University
of Florida holdings, derived from a shelf-
list measurement, distributed among the
twenty-eight departmental and college
funds, and the sampling of the Library
of Congress book catalog entries dis-
tributed in a like manner.

Referring to Table 1, the similarity of
the percentages in the Library of Con-
gress collections up to 1947 with those
of the period 1948-1957 (columns 2 and
3) is striking, and the sample studies
tend to reinforce and validate each
other. Where there are differences of
some degree, they are in most instances
predictable: sciences such as biology,
chemistry, engineering, and physics show
gains in the 1948-1957 period, while the
relative proportions of titles in English,
history, and political science have de-
creased.

What is more unexpected is the sur-
prisingly high correlation, shown in col-
umns 4 and 5 of the table, between the
individual Library of Congress percent-
ages and the corresponding percentages

of holdings of the University of Florida
libraries. The instances wherein the Flor-
ida holdings show any appreciable varia-
tion on the plus side are, in three of four
cases, those book fund areas represented
on the campus by well established col-
leges of agriculture, business adminis-
tration, and education. Two of these col-
leges have separate libraries. But in
twenty instances the differences in the
proportions of LC and Florida holdings
are fractional. In no case is the variation
in the percentages greater than 5 per
cent.

A comparative study of the subject re-
lationship of the collections of the two
institutions as of 1954 and 1965 has not
been made since the necessary data were
not available. But, that depth of field did
become a factor in the book fund alloca-
tion process at Florida during the inter-
vening years may partially explain why
the proportions of the collections have
become as close as they are.,

On the evidence of the figures in
columns 4 and 5, it appears that these
two libraries, one of about one million
one hundred thousand volumes and the
other of several millions, differing in
over-all patterns of development, in
clientele served, in the span of time dur-
ing which the collections were gathered,
and in the comprehensiveness or com-
pleteness of their collections have never-
theless acquired total holdings which are
significantly equal in the proportions
each of the subject areas reported bears
to the whole of their individual collec-
tions. um
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