
JACQUELINE A. MAXIN 

Periodical Use and 

Collection Development 

Use statistics are a valuable decision-making tool, particularly in a collection 
that is primarily sci-tech, where high subscription costs demand periodicals 
be closely tied tv current teaching and research needs. Unless a commercial 
circulation system is available, an in-house method of recording and tabulat­
ing use figures must be developed. This article gives an example of how use 
of periodicals in an academic environment has been recorded, how it has 
been built into a collection developm.ent program, and how it has focused on 
areas for future concern. 

cLARKS ON COLLEGE OF TECHNOLOGY is a 
private, four-year, coeducational institution 
with 215 faculty members and an enroll­
ment of more than 3,000 undergraduate and 
approximately 250 graduate students. It of­
fers five doctoral programs in science and 
engineering, and it provides comprehensive 
programs in management, the humanities, 
and the social sciences. 

Clarkson's library staff consists of six pro­
fessionally trained librarians, nine clerical 
personnel, and fifteen to twenty student as­
sistants. Library holdings include nearly 
90,000 books , periodical backfiles of 39,800 
bound volumes (5,000 of which are in stor­
age) , 4 ,500 microfilm reels , and 430 vol­
umes on microfiche. 

Single subscriptions are held for 1,300 ti­
tles , 100 of which are indexing and abstract­
ing services. There are 2,150 noncurrent ti­
tles resulting from publication cessations, 
cancellations, and title changes. In addition, 
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the library is a partial government depos­
itory and has more than 40,000 technical 
reports and approximately 65,000 NASA 
documents on microfiche. 

PERIODICAL USE SURVEY 

Ninety percent of the Clarkson library's 
periodical budget is spent to meet ever­
increasing subscription costs for sci-tech pe­
riodicals. In order to obtain some quantita­
tive data on which to base collection man­
agement decisions , a periodical use survey 
was begun in September 1974, which in­
volved semiannual tabulations of data re­
corded on three-by-five-inch cards. 1 Data 
collection was designed to provide informa­
tion to aid in. evaluating current and retro­
spective acquisitions, in developing com­
mercial binding priorities, and in weeding. 2 

By Decem her 1976 the periodical use 
survey had produced such extensive data 
that computerization was needed to main­
tain it effectively. A tab card was designed 
for direct entry of information, with further 
automated processing through use of mark 
sensing equipment. The card identifies a 
periodical by its International Standard Se­
rial Number (ISSN) or by a locally assigned 
number if no ISSN is available. User cate­
gory and quantity of material used by form 
(microforms, bound volumes, or loose is­
sues) are also entered. 

Periodical use figures are built into a mas­
ter serials data base, from which additional 
listings may be obtained by any combination 



of eighteen fields of information. An exam­
ple of the master serials printout obtained is 
shown in figure l. 

The information fields include ISSNs, be­
ginning and ending volumes and dates, de­
gree of completeness , locations, subscrip­
tion, vendor, payment, department, subject 
headings, microforms, binding, frequency, 
cross-reference codes , and retention. Use 
shown is by academic year, separating circu­
lation by broad user categories and distin­
guishing in-library use by form , with qual­
ifying statements where appropriate. 

For the survey all circulating materials 
are recorded , including current issues of 
fifty mathematics and physics periodicals 
that are routed to an on-campus reading 
room. Although the number of different 
users cannot be identified, the type of use 
by Clarkson's patrons and circulation gener­
ated by townspeople and borrowers from 
neighboring colleges can be obtained. 

Material sent to fill interlibrary loan re­
quests is recorded , while incoming loan 
statistics are kept by the interlibrary loan 
staff. In-library use is included by request­
ing patrons to return microforms to the cir­
culation desk for reshelving and by scanning 
library tables for bound volumes and loose 
issues. In-library use , however, can only be 
viewed as an estimate that does not indicate 
the nature or level of consultations. 3 

Although there are many studies regard­
ing obsolescence in sci-tech literature,4 •5 

this survey did not record the date of ma­
terial consulted. In order to support 
Clarkson's courses in the history of science 
and technology, periodical backfiles are 
maintained for student research, projects, 
and study, except where t.!_tles are used solely 
for current awareness purposes. To this 
end, physical form alone is distinguished, in 
an effort to separate demand for retrospec­
tive and current material. 

SURVEY COSTS 

When using three-by-five-inch cards in 
the manual system, the circulation staff 
could record three transactions each min­
ute. Semiannual tabulations by student as­
sistants required ten hours, and composite 
listings called for additional time on the part 
of the serials staff. With use of tab cards 
only two transactions can be recorded each · 
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minute. However, tabulations and listings 
are now done on the computer, so the se­
rials staff assists by processing all in-library 
and reserve room use figures. 

Programming and keypunching are pro­
vided by Clarkson's Computing Center , 
which charges only for computer time and 
paper. In-library use data are collected by 
student assistants, a process that requires 
about thirty minutes each day and provides 
little information for the time spent. 

The cost of maintaining a periodical use 
survey is justified by the confidence with 
which collection development decisions can 
be made . In reviewing titles for acquisi­
tions, binding, and weeding, consideration 
is given to use , length and completeness of 
backfiles, bibliographic accessibility, and 
support for present and planned academic 
programs. Attention is also given to lists of 
periodicals needed to meet standards set by 
such accrediting bodies as the American 
Chemical Society and to lists recommended 
by such authorities as the American Insti­
tute of Biological Sciences. 

ACQUISITIONS 

Since the mid-1960s Clarkson's faculty has 
been able to add new subscriptions only if 
matched in cost by cancellations. This policy 
has kept the periodicals budget in check, 
and it has tailored current titles to curricu­
lar and research needs. To aid in selection, 
departmental printouts with subscription 
costs and holdings statements have been 
provided and now include use spanning four 
academic years. 

Faculty members are encouraged to can­
cel unused titles or to build assignments 
around those that should be consulted. In 
view of new copyright legislation, no titles 
with multiple use are cancelled, and interli­
brary loan transactions strengthen requests 
for new subscriptions. 6 Depository, free, 
and gift periodicals are begun to comple­
ment the collection and are maintained only 
if used. Cumulative indexes and supplemen­
tary materials are purchased for heavily 
used titles, and incoming loan statistjcs are 
the basis for obtaining backfiles, in mi­
croform where available. 

BINDING 

Due to the high subscription costs of sci-
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ence and engineering periodicals, commer­
cial binding has been selective so that funds 
can be freed for collection expansion'. 
Priorities include indexing and abstracting 
journals, series classified and shelved in the 
book collection, and heavily used periodicals 
not available in microform. 

Microforms are seen as a space saving al­
ternative to binding and are considered for 
all used titles , except those with figures, 
formulas, and color illustrations, and par­
ticularly those whose size and format make 
binding difficult. Approximately 500 vol­
umes are commercially bound each year, 
and 180 current titles are received simul­
taneously on microfilm. To date, 10 percent 
of the periodical backfile collection has been 
converted to microfilm. 

Temporary binding, using Bro Dart's Pe­
riodical Binding System Model 800, has 
been increased to include all other com­
pleted volumes .. This system allows for in­
house binding by student assistants, with an 
average reshelve time of one day. At unit 
costs of eighty cents with covers and thirty 
cents without covers, temporary binding 
compares favorably with commercial costs of 
five dollars per volume. Order is brought to 
otherwise chaotic stacks without high in­
vestment in titles that may someday be 
withdrawn. 

WEEDING 

In 1973 the Clarkson library, as a mem­
ber of the North Country Reference and 
Research Resources Council, added its hold­
ings to the SUNY Union List of Serials data 
base, which comprises titles in the libraries 
of the seventy-two campuses of the State 
University of New York. The council, based 
in Canton, New York, serves to identify, 
share, and develop area resources and ser­
vices and to further interlibrary cooperation 
and communication. 

Entry into this data base permitted the 
production of several editions of the North 
Country Union List of Serials , a biblio­
graphic instrument for the identification and 
location of titles within the council region, 
and to expedite the interlibrary transfer of 
materials for area patrons. 

Entrance into the SUNY Union List of 
Serials , space considerations, and retention 
costs forced a total reexamination of the 
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Clarkson library's periodical collection. All 
unused titles with short and scattered hold­
ings were withdrawn, as well as old and un­
bound titles that were not covered by index­
ing and abstracting journals. Since then pe­
riodicals have been continually reviewed so 
that shelf sp-ace is filled with used and 
potentially useful information. 

To date 1,025 periodical titles have been 
withdrawn, 180 titles have been selected for 
limited retention , and 5,500 bound volumes 
and countless loose issues have been re­
moved from the shelves. Weeded materials 
and issues replaced by microforms are of­
fered for sale to backfile dealers , then to 
members of the Special Libraries Associa­
tion 's duplicate exchange program , to 
neighboring colleges where appropriate, and 
finally to the Universal Serials and Book 
Exchange. Items are shipped as requested, 
and unclaimed material is recycled. 

FUTURE CONCERNS 

Despite an intensive collection develop­
ment program, more work can be done. A 
recent printout has ranked periodicals by 
total use and by density of use . An example 
of this printout is shown in figure 2. In this 
printout, periodicals , with asterisks indi­
cating current subscriptions, are ranked by 
use spanning four academic years. Further 
breakdowns indicate use generated by 
Clarkson's patrons or use in the library and 
use generated by persons outside the 
Clarkson community. A cumulative percent­
age column indicates what p~rcent of all use 
is met by how many titles. e length of 
each title's backfile is in 1cated; and by di­
viding a title's total use by length of its backfile, 
a relative density figure is obtained. 

By comparing heavily used periodicals 
with interlibrary loan requests spanning the 
same time period, it has been possible to 
identify titles whose subscriptions were can­
celled in error. To date fifteen such sub­
scriptions have been resumed. Lengthy , 
unused titles are now grouped and may be 
cancelled in favor of other titles where use 
of backfiles and requests for current mate­
rial have indicated a demonstrated need. 

A cumulative percentage column shows 
that by housing the first twenty-five titles 
on the list, the library was able to satisfy 
just over 24 percent of the demand for peri~ 
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odical literature. In addition, 16 percent of 
all periodical titles accounted for 80 percent 
of all recorded and observed use. Seventy 
percent of all titles received ~se, as did 77 
percent of all current subscriptions. There 
appears to be a positive correlation between 
periodicals recommended by accrediting 
and other authoritative bodies and heavy to 
moderate use. 

Ranking by density of use has provided 
an additional grouping of titles , each of 
which requires different housing in accord 
with its demand. Although not an accurate 
figure in terms of use per year, density of 
use attempts to indicate those titles receiv­
ing the most concentrated use. Titles with 
high rank by use and low rank by density of 
use will be examined to determine whether 
retrospective (bound volumes and mi­
croforms) or current material (loose issues) 
was consulted. Such information will help 
determine whether backfiles should be pur­
chased in microform, placed in storage, or 
withdrawn. Others areas of low or nonuse 
may indicate a need for bibliographic in­
struction or additional access tools . 

With use statistics, current titles can be 
selected for display or reserve, and unused, 
noncurrent titles will again be reviewed for 
possible withdrawal. Departmental and sub­
ject printouts ranking titles by use will allow 
comparisons with other use and citation 
studies, 7 ,s and a citation analysis of 
Clarkson's theses may determine whether 
subscriptions in applicable subject areas 
should be lowered in favor of books. 9 
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The Clarkson library and the libraries of 
the SUNY College at Potsdam, the SUNY 
Agricultural and Technical College at Can­
ton, and St. Lawrence University in Canton 
comprise the cooperative acquisitions com­
mittee of the Associated Colleges of the St. 
Lawrence Valley. The Clarkson library spe­
cializes in science and engineering litera­
ture. It relies on the SUNY Agricultural and 
Technical College library for vocational ma­
terials and on the remaining two libraries 
for resources in the humanities and the so­
cial sciences. The SUNY College at Potsdam 
has a strong collection in the areas of art, 
education, and music, and St. Lawrence 
University has concentrations in such areas 
as geology and religion. With data collected 
by the Clarkson library's periodical use 
survey, titles with only or heavier non­
Clarkson use may be exchanged so that ma­
terials are located where optimum use 
might be expected. 

SUMMARY 

When combined with such factors as 
length and completeness of backfiles, bib­
liographic accessibility, support for present 
and planned academic programs, and rec­
ommendations by accrediting and other au­
thoritative bodies, periodical use statistics 
can be a powerful decision-making tool. The 
Clarkson library's periodical use survey and 
its analysis will continue indefinitely so that 
operating funds can be maximized in meet­
ing the ever-changing teaching and research 
needs of its faculty and students. 
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