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The Information of 

Needs of Historians 
This article reports the results of a survey of historians in different fields of 
history. It includes information on the formats from which they get their 
information, where they find relevant references, and how they use materials 
in foreign languages. The results are compared with those found in other 
surveys and with citation studies. 

ALTHOUGH SCHOLARLY COMMUNICATION 

has only recently been recognized as a branch 
of research in its own right, interest in what 
scholars use and how they find out about it 
goes back many decades. Librarians realized 
early that in order to build their collections 
intelligently they needed to know the answers 
to stich questions, and that answers had to be 
more than impressionistic. 1 With the phe­
nomenal increase in volume of publication, 
the financial constraints libraries have suf­
fered and the sharp cutback in some kinds of 
publishing, especially book publishing, at­
tention to all phases of scholarly communica­
tion has expanded greatly. 

Attention has not, however, been evenly 
distributed: the natural sciences were the ear­
liest and are still the most frequently studied 
fields. An imbalance was produced by 
greater availability of government funding in 
the natural sciences and the pressing nature 
of their problems: currency is crucial and the 
spectacular increase in quantity of publica­
tion appeared first in these fields. But the po­
tential for improvement of bibliographical 
control and the recognition that the social 
sciences and humanities also have informa­
tional problems have attracted more work in 
these areas. This article is part of the effort to 
redress the balance. 

Various approaches have been used to 
study information habits. The most common 
are the citation and the user study. Each con­
tributes something different to our under-
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standing of a field: the citation study shows 
what the writer has actually used; the user 
study reports the impressions of the informa­
tion consumer. Each has drawbacks. Cita­
tion studies can only analyze what is actually 
cited, which is usually only a small portion of 
what is used. Citation studies cannot show 
relative importance among sources. Surveys 
depend upon an individual's memory, which 
may be faulty. All methods are limited to 
studying what the scholar has already discov­
ered; they must work with what he has seen, 
not with what he ought to have seen. 

Some research has been conducted that is 
either relevant to historians' information use 
or deals with it directly. Two British surveys, 
the Bath University project on social scien­
tists2 and a survey of humanists done at the 
University of Sheffield, 3 included historians, 
but the Bath survey limited itself to economic 
historians. In the United States, the Joint 
Committee on Bibliographical Services to 
History conducted a small survey of histo­
rians that produced some limited results in 
the late 1960s. 4 A serial use survey studied 
information patterns of social scientists at the 
University of Illinois from a slightly different 
perspective. 5 Two articles, one of social sci­
ence citation studies6 and one of humanities 
use studies, 7 summarized work that had been 
done and provided comparative data, al­
though, interestingly, both excluded history. 
The study of the humanities obviously con­
sidered history a social science, the study of 
the social sciences considered it one of the 
humanities. There are at least two citation 
studies of history, one of American history8 

and one of English history. 9 
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This article is based upon a questionnaire 
sent to 767 historians listed in the Directory of 
American Scholars10 for a book just com­
pleted on historical periodicals.* The pri­
mary purpose of the questionnaire was to ask 
for information on historians' use of and atti­
tudes toward periodicals. Additional infor­
mation on other aspects of their information­
seeking habits was also sought, on the 
assumption that you might just as well bother 
people for more as for little. The question­
naire used many of the same questions asked 
by the Bath University group, so that compa­
rable results would be obtained. When the 
questionnaires that could not be delivered 
were subtracted from the total, the response 
rate was close to 50 percent. They were di­
vided into subject groups (table 1) and all 
responses were organized by these groups. 

The respondents and the nonrespondents 
were very similar in nearly all respects. With 
an occasional exception, such as an underrep­
resentation of European history scholars 
among the respondents, the distribution of 
specializations was very similar. They come 
from similar institutions; by coincidence 13.4 

TABLE 1 

RESPONSES 

Subject 

United States Topical• 
United States Colonial Period 
United States Nineteenth Century 
United States Twentieth Century 
United States General 
Art/ Architecture 
Miscellaneous t 
Music 
Science/Technology 
Europe General 
Great Britain 
Continental Europe! 
Eastern Europe§ 
Medieval 
Classical 
Far East 
Middle East 
Africa 
India 
Canada 
Oceanic 
Latin America 

Number of 
Responses 

31 
31 
29 
27 
43 
20 
14 
10 
13 
16 
21 
16 
13 
19 
7 

14 
6 
5 
2 
3 
1 

19 

•For Example, United States social history, United States diplo-
matic history. 

llncludes such specialties as oral history, archaeology, children . 
!Includes Germany. 
§Includes Austria-Hungary. 

•The questionnaire was financed by a grant 
from the Spencer Foundation. 

percent of respondents and 13.4 percent of 
nonrespondents are at universities considered 
to have the top twenty-five graduate pro­
grams in history .11 In both groups, the re­
mainder are predominately at other universi­
ties and colleges, but there are also some who 
are employed by historical societies, ar­
chives, and branches of the United States 
government. There are, too, some who are 
not employed. The likeness of employing in­
stitutions is important because it means that 
library services available to the two groups 
are also reasonably alike. 

There are, however, two characteristics 
that are somewhat different. One of these is 
age. Younger historians were more likely to 
respond. The age distribution for respon­
dents was 31-40 years old, 30.2 percent; 
41-50,31.1 percent; and 51 or over, 36.6per­
cent. For nonrespondents the percentages 
were 17.0 percent, 26.3 percent and 56.7 per­
cent. The two groups also differed in schol­
arly productivity. Of the respondents, 50.4 
percent had written at least two books, five 
articles, or four articles and one book. Only 
44.1 percent of the nonrespondents had done 
so. 

The effect of these differences-on the results 
of the survey cannot be stated with total as­
surance. Are, for instance, older scholars bet­
ter trained bibliographically than younger 
ones? The older historians 'Vere graduate stu­
dents during a time when graduate programs 
were smaller and offered more individual at­
tention. Librarians' professional attitudes, 
on the other hand, have changed considera­
bly over the past decades and there is a good 
chance that the younger historians were ex­
posed to more bibliographical instruction. 
One result of these differences that does seem 
clear, however, is that the respondents , 
tended to be more active library users. Their 
greater productivity and their relative youth 
indicates this. Younger historians still have 
their way to make in the scholarly world, a 
way that is made through publication. 

Table 1 illustrates an important fact about 
history that greatly influences the 
information-seeking patterns of historiaps: 
history is really an umbrella term covering a 
wide variety of specializations that have little 
in common with each other but their 
method. As the Behavioral and Social Sci­
ences Survey put it: "History is no different 
from other intellectual disciplines in having 



------
to fulfill several roles at once; but it is more 
multifarious and hence more divided than 
most."12 Another fact that has profound im­
plications for their information seeking is 
that every subject has its historical aspect. 
This is perhaps best explained with a specific 
example using periodicals. If, for example, a 
historian is interested in the ecclesiastical his­
tory of seventeenth-century Somerset, he can 
expect to find related material published in 
professional scholarly historical journals (the 
general and those devoted exclusively to Brit­
ish history), those that publish local history of 
Somerset, and church and religious periodi­
cals. As if that were not enough, articles can 
also appear in general-interest periodicals, 
since history is considered suitable fare for the 
average man. The bibliographic control over 
these four streams is by and large organized 
separately into (1) bibliographies or indexes 
that list scholarly historical publications, (2) 
those that cover local history, (3) those that 
concern church materials, and (4) those that 
are used for general, nonscholarly periodi­
cals. Books present similar problems. The di­
visions are not absolute (occasionally one can 
find a bibliography devoted to seventeenth­
century Somerset ecclesiastical history), but 
they do exist and tend to be similar in most 
fields of history. 

The historians queried were asked to rate 
on a scale of one to five (five indicating most 
used) their use of a variety of formats in their 
current research. Next, they were asked to 
identify the two most convenient and the two 
least convenient formats. They were then 
asked to briefly explain why the formats were 
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inconvenient. The results are summarized in 
table 2. 

Many of these results need no comment, 
but the lack of use of newer forms of media by 
historians is striking, if not surprising. Books 
and periodicals are used most heavily because 
these are where historical research usually 
appears. 13 As several respondents pointed 
out, little relevant information is available 
in, for example, film or videotape. This is, of 
course, perfectly true if one is talking about 
the Renaissance, but even in areas such as 
twentieth-century United States history, 
where some relevant material could be 
found, historians are generally not interested 
in using it for research. The only exceptions to 
this group are the art historians who use pic­
torial sources and the music historians who 
use tape or other sound recordings. Another 
exception to the general evenness of response 
was in the area of government documents. 
All varieties of United States historians used 
them more than those in other kinds of his­
tory. This is doubtless a function of the 
greater availability and better organization 
of United States government documents com­
pared to those of other countries. 

The explanations for why they found cer­
tain formats inconvenient were extremely il­
luminating since the answers often gave in­
formation about attitudes toward the 
library, work habits, and assumptions about 
scholarship. Several said that convenience 
was irrelevant; they would use whatever they 
needed to use-an admirable but probably 
unusual research habit. Each format presents 
its own set of problems, but the responses to 

TABLE2 

PHYSICAL FoRMATS 

Rank Order Rank Order 
Average Most Least of Use in of Use in 

Use Convenient Convenient Bath Survey• Stieg Survey 

Periodicals 4.26 251 6 3 2 
Books 4.47 282 2 1 
Manuscripts 3.66 28 94 1 3 
Research reports 2.16 16 28 8 7 
Theses, dissertations 2.75 11 90 9.5 6.5 
Newspapers 2.97 23 59 9.5 4 
Government publications 2.75 21 25 6.5 6.5 
Microcopies 2.86 17 111 14 5 
Maps 2.10 2 17 13 9 
Films (pictorial) 1.37 30 18 12 
Other pictorial (e.g., photogrlhs) 2.11 7 25 15 8 
Ta.e recording or sound recor ing 1.55 2 31 17 10 
Vi eotape 1.19 1 42 19 13 
ComEuter Erintouts 1.51 6 37 12 11 

*Several formats were included in the Bath survey that were not included on this survey of historians . These included other physical 
formats (ranked fourth), collections (fifth), colleagues (tied for sixth), conferences (eleventh) , and radio and television (sixteenth) . 
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maps, films, pictorials, tape recordings, and 
videotape will not be discussed separately 
here. For the most part, those who found 
those forms least convenient did not explain 
why. It is probable that they do not use them 
often enough to provide good reasons for 
their decisions. 

Microfilm, on the other hand, produced an 
outburst of response, some of which can be 
called impassioned. The most common rea­
sons cited for the inconvenience of this heav­
ily used format were related to eyestrain and 
equipment. As one historian of early modern 
France said, "I hate microfilm- it makes me 
seasick to read it and bother my eyes. Librar­
ians, gung ho for microfilms, rarely read the 
damned stuff." Another pointed out, "For 
every serious scholar eyes are too important 
and too susceptible to damage and fatigue to 
have to use backlighted and poorly screened 
film." 

The cluster of equipment-related reasons 
had several facets. There is dislike of equip­
ment per se, a feeling that it is an interposi­
tion between the scholar and his material. 
There is resistance to the fact that microfilm 
must be used in the library during library 
hours; it is plain that historians feel they have 
a right to work at home or in their offices. 
They do not find existing arrangements satis­
factory: there is not enough space, and equip­
ment is poor and always breaking down. Dif­
ficulties arise from the format: the film is not 
always of adequate quality (one historian re­
ferred to maddening dust spots and scars on 
the film); it provides only one exposure and 
one angle on problematic manuscript read­
ings (this from a medieval historian); and, 
most often in this group of complaints, the 
fact that it is a roll. On a roll it is difficult to 
locate a single reference and the general cus­
tom of having endnotes rather than footnotes 
is particularly annoying. One historian ex­
pressed himself eloquently on this theme: 
"Microfilm has finally brought us full cycle to 
Alexandria. Having given up scrolls because 
we could not handle them (and did not want 
to handle them after indexing), we must now 
crank to the end of the scroll, back again, 
then back and forth." Another concurred; he 
would not endorse the displacement of the 
codex by the scroll. Several historians ex­
pressed the feeling that microfilm is fine for 
collecting data, but research is something 
more. The equipment and the format inhibit 

analysis and reflection. A number of scholars 
referred to the poor indexes and guides to mi­
croform sources. The art historians had a 
particular complaint: illustrations do notre­
produce to their satisfaction. A historian of 
modern Germany wrote a paragraph that 
covers many of these points and provides food 
for thought: 

Microfiche or microfilm is a pain to send, to find, to 
index and to reproduce. Libraries are making a 
major mistake by throwing out books in favor of 
filmstrips which are always deteriorating, readers 
breaking down, etc. Beware of the engineers! Card 
catalogues are far superior to online terminals, 
since human error is correctable in them! 

The users of microfilm were analyzed by 
age to see if older historians had a greater 
reluctance to use this relativ.ely new form. In 
fact, historians in the 51 or older category 
actually use microform somewhat more 
readily than their younger colleagues: their 
average use is 2. 93 as opposed to the general 
average of 2.86. Like the younger historians, 
they do not let the fact that they find it incon­
venient stop them from using it. It was no­
ticeable that a number of historians who 
checked microform as one of their least con­
venient formats also circled the five for most 
used. 

Manuscripts, the second most inconven­
ient format, present a very different set of 
problems. The largest of these is inevitable 
and derives from the uniqueness of manu­
scripts: they are located in only one place. A 
music historian spoke for many when he said, 
"They are located where I am not located." 
This problem is shared by all to a greater or 
lesser extent, including American historians. 
(A Colonial American historian pointed out 
that he was in Utah but the manuscripts he 
needed to consult were in Virginia.) Only 
rarely does microfilm provide a feasible al­
ternative. Many scholars referred to the need 
for time and money. There is no doubt that 
the lack of both is a real obstacle to many 
historians. Manuscripts can also be difficult 
to read. (One European historian argued, 
however, that they are also fun.) Manuscripts 
can be difficult to locate. Guides and indexes 
are not considered adequate. And, once these 
obstacles are overcome and the scholar is ac­
tually with his material, there can be prob­
lems resulting from inadequate service. One 
American historian spoke of his need to use 
board of education and village government 



records, which were in the charge of people 
unaccustomed to serving the needs of serious 
researchers. Such difficulties are most acute 
in foreign repositories. One art historian 
mentioned a limit of three manuscripts per 
day and Russian historians struggle under 
even worse handicaps. It is difficult to gain 
access to Russian archives and yet the histo­
rian must, since Soviet institutions are rarely 
cooperative in making material available by 
mail. 

The major problem with theses and disser­
tations, on the other hand, is the difficulty of 
obtaining them. Other difficulties arise from 
the fact that they, like newspapers, are often 
made available in microform, but those 
problems have already been discussed. 
Scholars attributed some of the difficulty in 
getting theses and dissertations to poor in­
dexes, but more frequently they mentioned 
the mechanics of the process. University Mi­
crofilms has not solved the problems of theses 
and dissertations; historians find the arrange­
ment both slow and costly. There are also 
important dissertation-producing institu­
tions like Harvard, which do not participate 
in the Xerox (University Microfilms) plan. 
Several older historians, in fact, mentioned 
that the older system of depending on interli­
brary loan had been preferable. As usual, 
those who need foreign materials have an 
even harder time. Often they cannot get 
what they need at all. And even if the scholar 
is successful in getting his desired disserta­
tion, it often proves not worth the trouble. 
(This complaint was unique to this format.) 

Newspapers, long a favorite source of in­
formation, also present major problems of 
procurement. According to the historians, 
they lack guides and especially indexes. They 
are practically never at the individual's own 
library or even, in the case of foreign newspa­
pers, in the United States. When they are 
held, they are apt to be in an inconvenient 
location, like a storage library. They are "un­
comfortable" to handle since they are bulky 
and tear easily. 

The problems with other formats can be 
treated more briefly. With government pub­
lications, the usual difficulty mentioned was 
indexing. They are considered poorly in­
dexed and even after a document is identi­
fied, the system of arrangement (presumably 
by Superintendent of Documents number) is 
too complicated for the scholar to use on his 

Information of Needs I 553 

own. Multimedia require equipment, and, as 
far as computer printouts are concerned, few 
historians have been trained in their use. One 
remarked that with his brain and training he 
couldn't handle them and must rely on others' 
interpretation. A few have obviously made 
the effort- one historian, for example, 
wanted to learn to program- but most seem 
simply to ignore the computer. 

A problem that cuts across the various for­
mats and was mentioned distressingly often is 
that of interlibrary loan. Interlibrary loan is 
particularly important to historians with 
their need of access to a wide range of mate­
rial. The British survey of humanists found 
that two-thirds of the humanists' projects 
used interlibrary loan and that historians 
were most likely to use it. 14 A disturbing dis­
satisfaction with it was revealed. Too often it 
is painfully slow- if an item can be obtained 
at all. Its restrictions can also cause difficul­
ties. One Colonial American historian spoke 
of having waited five months to get some­
thing and then being allowed one week to 
read through 5,000 pages of handwritten 
court records on microfilm. 

Another major area of inquiry was how 
historians discovered relevant published in­
formation. On the same scale of one to five, 
the respondents were asked to rate the var­
ious methods both for usefulness to their cur­
rent research and for keeping informed on 
what is currently being published in their 
fields (table 3). Given the opportunity to in­
dicate other sources, several mentioned pub­
lished announcements, bookstores, and con­
ferences. 

Table 3 reveals much about the work 
habits of historians. For example, they do not 
have a well-developed invisible college as do 
scientists, but depend primarily upon printed 
sources of information.* The absence of an 
invisible college can be attributed to two fac­
tors: the lack of institutional arrangements to 
develop contacts, which is closely related to 

*The Bath survey found a very interesting differ­
ence between Oxbridge social scientists who relied 
on an informal network and others, most notice­
ably those in colleges of education, who did not. In 
this survey, those at universities with the top 
twenty-five graduate programs were more likely to 
consult with colleagues at their own institutions on 
their research than other historians, but were no 
more ready to discuss or correspond with acquaint­
ances elsewhere. 
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TABLE3 

METHODS OF DISCOVERING RELEVANT PUBLISHED INFORMATION 

Abstracts or indexes 
Consulting known expert 
Discussion with colleague at own institution 

Useful ness for 
Research• 

Usefulness for 
Current Information • 

Rank Order 
in Bath Surveyt 

Discussion or correspondence with acquaintances elsewhere 
Library catalogs 

3.17 5 
2.87 8 
2.6 9 
3.14 6 
3.5 4 
3.0 7) 
2.16 10) 
4.01 2) 
4.36 1) 
3.85 3) 

2.93 5 
2.65 9 
2.7 8 
3.14 4 
2.9 6 
2.88 7) 
1.90 10) 
3.93 3) 
4.59 1) 
4.56 2) 

3 
2 
4 
6 
8 

Searching library shelves at own institution 
Consulting librarian 
Specialized bibliographies 
Bibliographies or references in books or journals 
Book review 

•F igures in parentheses are rank order . 

10 
13 
6 
I 

11 

tin the Bath survey publishers' lists ranked 5, accessions lists 9, and scanning other libraries' shelves 12. These sources were not included on 
this survey. 

money, and the relative unimportance of 
currency. Historians· sources remain rela­
tively traditional: books, journals, and bibli­
ographies. Their methods are also unsystem­
atic: that book reviews rank as high as they do 
as sources of useful research references is in­
dicative. It is also in their use of book reviews 
that historians differ most markedly from so­
cial scientists. It must be painful to librarians 
that consulting them is so rarely considered 
useful, although both the Bath and the Illi­
nois survey found that librarians ranked at 
the bottom for social scientists, too.l5 Why 
this sorry state of affairs? In fact, it seems 
more likely that historians simply do not con­
sult librarians, rather than when they consult 
them they get unsatisfactory results. One his­
torian said that, even though he ranked con­
sulting the librarian at two in both research 
and current information columns, when he 
did consult a librarian he got five-plus help. 

The historians· lack of use of abstracts and 
indexes is further evidence of their unsystem­
atic approach . One can only agree with the 
Bath survey: "Researchers certainly use 
fewer bibliographical tools than would be 
helpful to them, and do not make the system­
atic and frequent use of abstracting tools re­
quired to ensure good. coverage of their topics 
and at the same time to minimize the possibil­
ity of missing important material. "16 The sur­
vey of English humanists reached a similar 
conclusion: there are a few scholars who ap­
peal for better guides and bibliographies, but 
there is generally little consideration of infor­
mation services or wish for themY The Illi­
nois social science faculty also avoided sub­
ject bibliographies and secondary infor­
mation sources, preferring to rely on bibliog-

raphies and footnotes in journals or books to 
find references. 18 The results of a question 
asking which indexing and abstracting ser­
vices they had used for their current research 
suggest that use may be even less than indi­
cated in table 3. For example, why did so 
many American historians claim to have used 
Historical Abstracts, which contains no ma­
terial on American history? The results of the 
indexing and abstracting question are tabu­
lated in table 4. 

For a librarian, the most startling result of 
this question has to be the heavy use of the 
Readers· Guide. Worthy as it is, much as we 
cherish it, the Readers · Guide is not an index 
to scholarly material. Until 1978 the only 
scholarly historical journal it indexed was the 
American Historical Review; in 1978 the in­
dex dropped even that. Some use of the 
Readers· Guide can be accounted for if it is 
used as a source of primary material, but this 
applies only to United States topical and 
twentieth-century historians. Unquestion­
ably this result must be seen as a tribute to 
effective library orientation by school 
librarians-and the failure of university li­
brarians to extend the scholars· knowledge. 

Some of the response to this question can­
not be shown in table 4. A number of histo­
rians went out of their way to say that they 
never used indexes or abstracts; many consid­
ered them irrelevant. Only one individual 
said that his nonuse was probably because he 
never learned how. The questionnaire al­
lowed space for the respondents to write in 
other indexes or abstracts . A few took the op­
portunity to do so and for the most part their 
choices covered a very wide range, from 
P.A.I.S. , the Revue dnistoire ecclesiastique 
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TABLE4 

INDEXING AND ABsTRAcnNG SERVICES UsED FOR CuRRENT RESEARCH 

AHL BHI 
United States Totical 9 
United States Co onial Period 16 2 
United States Nineteenth Century 17 1 
United States Twentieth Century 18 
United States General 20 
Art/ Architecture 1 
Miscellaneous 2 
Music 
Science/Technology 
Europe General 
Great Britain 6 
Continental Europe 
Eastern Europe 1 
Medieval 
Classical 
Far East 
Middle East 
Africa 
India 
Canada 
Oceanic 
Latin America 2 

Totals 86 15 

Abbreviations used: 
AHL America: History and Life 
BHI British Humanities Index 
HA Historical Abstracts 
Humlnd Humanities Index 

and Recently Published Articles to OCLC, 
Dissertation Abstracts, and the New York 
Times Index. Only four groups emerged with 
any strong preference for an index or ab­
stract: the art historians with RILA (Reper­
toire international de la litterature de l'art), 
the music historians with RILM (Interna­
tional Repertory of Music Literature), the 
historians of science with the Isis bibliogra­
phy, and the Latin American historians with 
the Latin American Handbook. 

This result, together with table 4, makes it 
clear that historians find most useful (and 
use) thqse sources that are directly targeted to 
their interests. This conclusion is supported 
by their response to a question asking which 
of the periodicals they subscribed to they 
found most useful. The journals for which a 
clear preference was shown were those with a 
relatively limited subject scope: the Journal 
of American History was favored by all 
groups of American historians except by the 
Colonial historians who preferred the Wil­
liam and Mary Quarterly; the Hispanic 
American Historical Review was the favorite 
of Latin American historians; the Journal of 
African History of African historians; the 

Hum Soc Sci 
HA Ind IBZ RG SSCI Ind 

5 3 10 2 4 
6 8 11 1 2 
9 7 13 5 5 

13 5 20 7 10 
17 8 2 23 4 10 
3 2 3 3 
4 1 3 3 

2 1 2 2 1 
3 3 3 1 1 
8 4 3 3 1 3 
7 4 9 3 4 
8 4 6 5 2 2 
9 3 5 3 2 5 
5 4 2 3 2 
2 1 3 2 
4 1 5 2 3 
2 1 2 4 2 2 
1 1 1 2 2 

1 2 1 2 
1 1 

6 6 7 5 9 
113 66 28 132 45 73 

IBZ Internationale Bibliographie der Zeitschriftenliteratur 
RG Readers'Guide 
SSCI Social Sciences Citation Index 
Soc Sci Ind Social Sciences Index 

Journal of Asian StUdies of Far Eastern histo­
rians; and the Slavic Review of East Euro­
pean historians. The only exception to this 
pattern was the British historians: their pref­
erence was for the American Historical Re­
view, a general journal that pays no special 
attention to British history. These responses 
indicate, too, that very highly specialized 
journals are not the most valued. Even histo­
rians whose research specialty had a journal 
rarely chose it, preferring the more general. 
These reactions can be explained because 
what historians value most in their journals 
are the book reviews. By showing how histo­
rians approach their craft, these responses 
also provide important evidence on how in­
formation systems must be organized if the 
historian is to be reached. 

The question on indexes and abstracts 
made an effort to find out which sources the 
historians found troubling and the nature of 
the trouble. Little useful information was ob­
tained on the second part and the conclusion 
is inescapable that these scholars do not use 
their sources very critically. It also suggests 
that they would have more complaints if they 
understood them better or used them more 
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often, as it was the most heavily used formats 
that elicited the most complaints. The two 
indexes that the highest percentage found dif­
ficult to use were the Internationale Bibliog­
raphie der Zeitschrijtenliteratur and the Brit­
ish Humanities Index, figures that must be 
attributed to unfamiliarity. The IBZ is a per­
fectly straightforward dictionary index and, 
although a German publication, has instruc­
tions in English and cross-references from 
English terms. There is nothing particularly · 
noteworthy about the British Humanities In­
dex. The Social Sciences Citation Index, on 
the other hand, which is genuinely compli­
cated, ranked only third. There was, in a~di­
tion, a suspicious disparity between Amenca: 
History and Life with which 17.4 percent re­
ported difficulty and Historical Abstracts 
with which only 11.5 percent of the users 
claimed difficulty. The two sources are orga­
nized in an almost identical fashion. 

The historians were asked to assess the rele­
vance of abstracts compared to simple author 
and title entries as references for their re­
search. The results of this question speak for 
themselves (table 5). It should be noted, how­
ever, that their opinion seems to have 
changed, or at least become more definite~ in 
the last decade, perhaps because the creation 
of America: History and Life and Historical 
Abstracts has familiarized them with ab­
stracts. When American historians were sur­
veyed in the late 1960s few requested annota­
tions of citations and most stated that they 
did not consider such evaluations useful. 19 

Table 6 presents the results of a question in 
which the historians were asked how often 
they accidentally discovered material for 
their current research by various means. 
There was one respondent who said that acci­
dents shouldn't happen in well-planned re­
search, but most seem to have experienced 
them. The most striking feature of table 6 is 
that it confirms the absence of an invisible 
college. It shows yet again that historians 
work in relative isolation with only a rudi-

Stieg survey 
Bath survey• 

TABLE5 
vALUE OF ABSTRACfS 

About Somewhat More 
the Same Satisfactory 
23.7% 46.4% 
19% 40% 

MuchMore 
Satisfactory 
29.9% 
41% 

•The Bath survey also had a category worse than author-title 
entry that accounted for 1 % of the total. 

TABLE6 
AcciDENTAL DxscoVERY 

Rarely or 
Never Occasionally Frequently 

W anderin~ along 
library s elves 37 179 108 

Scannin!J current 
perio icals 8 152 173 

LookinguE a 
given re erence 
and spottin~ 

16 153 151 something e se 
Receipt of 

171 114 31 offprints 
In book shops 184 117 22 
In conversation 

with colleagues 44 201 78 

mentary informal communications network. 
It also shows that although they depend on 
printed sources, they seldom frequent book­
stores, perhaps because scholarly bookstores 
are few and far between. 

The group was also asked how important it 
was for their research that they know very 
soon after publication what is published. Ta­
ble 7 suggests that it is more important than 
has hitherto been assumed. 

Another cluster of questions related to for­
. eign languages. The scholars were asked 
which languages they read, if they attempted 
to read regularly the literature relating to 
their field in those languages, and how they 
dealt with references in foreign languages. 
Not surprising! y, language requirements not­
withstanding, the majority (58 percent) of 
historians do not attempt to keep up with re­
search published in foreign languages. A sur­
prising number do not even read languages 
that would seem indispensable. There are 
Middle Eastern historians who know no Ara­
bic, East European scholars who do not read 
Russian. At that, they do better than the Brit­
ish social scientists, only one-third of whom 
regularly scanned foreign language mate­
rial. 20 The only exceptions to this pattern 
were the various European historians­
medievalists, French historians, German, 
Russian, etc. -and the Latin American histo­
rians. How valid the response was, however, 

Stieg survey 
Bath survey 

TABLE 7 
CuRRENCY 

Very 
Important 
40.7% 
46% 

Moderately 
Important 
47.8% 
39% 

Not Very 
Important 
11.5% 
15% 



must be in some doubt. It was extremely rare 
that any historian of any kind subscribed to a 
foreign periodical. This means that historians 
are dependent upon library copies, a fact that 
has to cast doubt upon the regularity of their 
keeping up. The same groups that claimed to 
keep up with research published in foreign 
languages were also an exception in that they 
tended to have less reluctance to look up ref­
erences in the languages they knew. Other 
historians expressed greater hesitation. 

The results of a question that asked how 
the individual dealt with a reference to an 
item in a language he did n.ot read are shown 
in table 8. There was no obvious difference 
among the various groups of historians. 

The final question on languages inquired if 
the historian felt that his research had been 
restricted or constrained in any way because 
of the language problem. As can be seen in 
table 9, in all categories few did. 

These results, like most of the results of this 
survey, must be interpreted in the light of a 
definition of research. Given that most doc­
toral degree programs in history still retain a 
language requirement, it is fair to say that, in 
the abstract at least, historians consider for­
eign scholarship important. Yet their prac­
tice has to raise serious questions for the li­
brarians of hard-strapped research libraries. 
With the exception of European and Latin 
American historians, they seem to make little 
use of materials in foreign languages and, 
what is more, rarely miss it. 

The final question asked what, if any, spe­
cial information problems had arisen in the 
course of their present research. For conven­
ience, these responses can be divided into 
those problems for which the librarian can 
provide assistance and those over which he or 
she has no influence. In this second category 
are problems such as lack of time and money 
for research, distance from a good research 
library, lack of knowledge of a language, and 
the fact that needed material doesn't exist or 
that it is of questionable reliability. Few his­
torians were as philosophical as the scholar 

Information of Needs I 557 

TABLE9 

REsEARCH REsTRICTION BECAUSE 
OF LANGUAGE PROBLEM 

None Slightly Moderately Substantially 

138 136 42 18 

who commented about information gaps and 
missing points of view: "I suspect that this 
troubles every scholar who deals with note­
worthy topics." 

There is however, one category of nonex­
istent material toward which librarians and 
archivists do bear a measure of responsibility. 
One nineteenth-century American historian 
had found the destruction of the original 
census returns a real handicap. A social histo­
rian, interested in social science data, finds 
that much is being destroyed after it is used 
for the purpose for which it was originally 
collected. Another historian considered the 
wholesale cancellation of subscriptions very 
harmful if it is continued and a threat to all 
scholars. 

Other library and information problems 
the historians cited were restrictions on phys­
ical access, such as failure to declassify docu­
ments, lack of guides of all kinds, ranging 
from bibliographies of newspapers to guides 
to individual archival repositories, and, fre­
quently, interlibrary loan. A Far Eastern his­
torian finds the bibliographic control over 
nonroman alphabet languages inadequate 
and a Latin American historian felt that 
American libraries lacked people with 
enough linguistic skills to handle research re­
quests. On the whole, these special problems . 
were very similar to those found by the Bath 
study. British social scientists most commonly 
complained of physical access to and avail­
ability of information, published or unpub­
lished. 

From this survey it is clear that there is one 
group that has information problems requir­
ing special consideration: the historians in 
small colleges. There are many, and many of 
them are making a real effort to carry on 
research. Yet, it is an inescapable fact that 

TABLES 

Stieg survey 
Bath survey 

REsPONSE TO REFERENCE IN FoREIGN LANGUAGE 
THAT HISTORIAN DoES NoT BEAn 

Try to Get 
Translated 

30.3% 
15% 

Search for Summary 
or Abstract 

21.7% 
30% 

Try to Get 
Gist on Own 

34.7% 
27% 

Ignore 

13.3% 
28% 
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research needs go far beyond the capacities of 
small college libraries. Ultimately, the solu­
tion to their problems will be the realization 
of the goal of NCLIS: equal access to infor­
mation for all Americans. In the meantime, 
however, for those who do not have conven­
ient access to a research library there is no 
happy solution available. In the words of one 
historian, "When you are at a small college, 
almost everything has to come on loan," and 
another completed that with the statement, 
"Interlibrary loan is a very poor substitute for 
a well-developed collection." The unsolicited 
comments of those in this position revealed a 
strong sense of frustration. 

The information obtained in this survey 
can be related to that found by the two cita­
tion studies in history. On the question of the 
formats from which the historian gets his in­
formation , it generally confirms and often 
explains what Jones, Chapman, and Woods 
found about English history. Books are most 
heavily used, followed closely by serials. 
They suggest, and it would not conflict with 
these findings, that periodical use is increas­
ing. 21 Theses and newspapers are relatively 
little used. There is greater contrast with the 
McAnally study, perhaps because patterns of 
research have changed since the sources for 
his data were produced. He found, for exam­
ple, fairly heavy use of newspapers and con­
siderable, though declining, use of govern­
ment publications. 22 

Another topic covered here that Jones, 
Chapman, and Woods touch on is foreign 
language. They found very little use of mate­
rials in any language other than English by 
those who wrote of English history. 23 The sit­
uation is less certain in the case of American 
history, but McAnally's table, analyzing by 
place of publication, certainly suggests a sim­
ilar lack of use of non-English language ma­
terials.24 

Jones, Chapman, and Woods make some 
extremely interesting observations on the dis­
persion of journal titles. They suggest that, 
although historians use a very wide range of 
journals, they concentrate their use on a 
much smaller proportion of the literature 
than has hitherto been supposed. They find 
that 75 percent of all journal needs can be 
satisfied by 25 percent of the titles cited. This 
survey had no question that could confirm or 
disprove this suggestion, but both the sub-

scription patterns and index use of the respon­
dents hint that they are probably right. The 
subscription patterns undoubtedly confirm, 
however, that they are right when they say 
that the range of journals used depends on the 
period and type of history studied. 25 

It is always easier to describe a problem 
than to find a cure, and the findings pre­
sented in this article are no exception. Both 
historians and librarians have to feel embar­
rassment over the picture that emerges. But 
how can these behavior patterns be changed? 
Historians and librarians will have to work 
hard and work together. 

One first step must be some fundamental 
changes in historians' attitudes. To begin 
with, they must recognize that there is a 
problem. Too often professors grade their 
students solely on what use has been made of 
material, rather than take into account rele­
vant material that has not been found. 26 The 
budding scholar is hardly ever required to use 
what ought to be the tools of his trade nor 
does he often become conscious of potential 
inadequacy. Only in rare instances, such as 
on his dissertation or when he-submits an ar­
ticle to a refereed journal, can a scholar hope 
to receive such criticism. And even then it is 
not automatic. The dissertation adviser must 
himself be aware that something is missing 
that cannot be solved by "taking a look at 
Jones's book," and the referee must know the 
literature of the subject. 

Other, more specific manifestations of the 
problem are easier to deal with. In the use of 
foreign language materials, for instance, 
there is a fairly simple change that would 
undoubtedly help: requiring a higher stan­
dard of competence in graduate school. Too 
many language examinations require only a 
passing familiarity rather than the ability to 
use a language effectively. 

Courses in research methods present an 
ideal opportunity for teaching a student the 
bibliography of his field. Schools that do not 
require such a course of their history gradu­
ate students should, and existing courses that 
do not have a bibliographic component 
should be altered to include one. 

The primary responsibility for solving the 
problem must, however, be taken by the li­
brarian. Ultimately, we are talking about li­
brary use and this is the librarian's domain. 
No one should know better the information 



sources to be commanded. Promoting library 
use is a central tenet of our professional faith. 
Bibliography is our professional expertise. 

The first step, again, is acknowledgment 
that there is a problem. As Jones, Chapman, 
and Woods concluded their citation study, 
" . . . librarians ought not to be complacent 
about the type of service they provide for his­
torians. Perhaps the fact that academics often 
distrust the ability of the librarians to provide 
the service they require is an unconscious rec­
ognition that they are not receiving the ser­
vice they need from today's libraries. "27 

Once the librarian decides to change these 
conditions, it becomes necessary to consider 
ways and means. Here, academic librarians 
can learn from their colleagues in other types 
of libraries. Urban public librarians have 
made efforts to reach a large group of non­
users, and special librarians are generally 
considered to be the most successful at help­
ing their patrons. What urban public and 
special librarians have in common is aggres­
siveness. Neither waits for the patron to come 
to the library. Both are actively involved at 
all stages in the seeking and use of informa­
tion. They place a greater emphasis on find­
ing out what the patron thinks he needs (and 
providing it), regardless of library traditions, 
than do academic librarians. Both attach 
great importance to providing the informa­
tion in the format most convenient to the 
user. 

Academic and research librarians can also 
profit by intensifying some of their existing 
efforts. Most colleges and universities have at 
least some program in bibliographic instruc­
tion. Through properly designed biblio­
graphic instruction programs future scholars 
can learn to use information resources effec­
tively. A bibliographic instruction ·session 
may also have unintended side effects: the 
faculty member who chooses to sit in while a 
librarian provides such instruction to his or 
her class may pick up something useful for his 
or her own work. 

The existence of library committees and 
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the involvement of faculty with book selec­
tion provide other, less direct, opportunities 
to increase scholars' understanding of the 
problems and potentials of libraries. Com­
mittees can be used as a forum; the book se­
lectiop. process presents many occasions for 
conveying information. Both develop per­
sonal contact, not a particularly innovative 
or exciting method, but one that can be ex­
tremely effective. Just knowing someone to 
turn to in an institution makes it less 
intimidating- and we must remember that 
for uninitiated users libraries can be very in­
timidating. 

Another factor that can be important in 
altering the character of the scholar's use of 
the library is the educational background of 
the librarian. It must be recognized that in 
order to provide effective reference service to 
scholars, subject knowledge is as crucial as 
professional knowledge, or perhaps subject 
knowledge is an integral part of professional 
knowledge. This is not to say that a librarian 
needs to have a Ph.D. in German history to 
help a German historian, but he does need to 
be a scholar in his own right as Jacques Bar­
zun urges. 28 To be considered a scholar, he 
must have a strong subject background in a 
related if not the same field, and a good gen­
eral education. The spread of bibliographers 
with in-depth subject knowledge is a hopeful 
sign of change in this area, as is the increas­
ingly common practice of requiring ad­
vanced subject work for other types of librar­
ians in research libraries. 

When all the evidence is added up, it is 
clear that too often historians fail to use exist­
ing sources of information. Their reasons for 
this are various: the historian may know that 
something exists but be unwilling to make the 
effort to use it; he may know it exists but be 
unable to obtain it, or he may be unaware 
that it exists. Whatever the reason, however, 
the final result is the same: a less good book or 
article is written, a less good class is taught 
than could be. Knowledge has suffered. 
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