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Bibliographic Access to Serials
A Study for the British Library
Philip Bryant
This article is a shortened version of a paper
presented to the IFLA Section on Serial Publications, Brighton 1987.
The British Library takes approximately 182,000
serials titles. Each year some 9,000 new serials titles are added to the collection and over 1,000,000
issues are received. The notional costing for running the British Library's serials service in 1985
was estimated to be f6,700,000.In 1984 a decision
was made by the senior management to investigate thoroughly the problems of serials control in
the Library. The British Library Serials Study was
set up, the aim of which was to:
present and justifi a strategy for improving
serials control, using automated systems
wherever appropriate.
The fragmented nature of the British Library
means that there have been varying priorities
given to keeping catalogue records up to date. In
addition, although automation is applied almost
universally in the library as far as the production
of catalogues and other listings are concerned,
the catalogues come in a variety of formats and
applications of cataloguing codes. To some extent
the British Library Serials Study arose from dissatisfaction felt, and often expressed, with the library's catalogues. A survey of reading room
usage had appeared to indicate that there were
users who preferred to visit other libraries rather
than attempt to find a periodical entry in GK3 i.e.
the main catalogue of the British Library Humanities and Social Sciences (H & SS). A particular problem was the use of the heading Periodical Publications followed by the place of publication and reference from this to a direct title
entry - let alone from a guard book or printed volume catalogue to one produced in microfiche forPhilip Bryant is Director of the Centre
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mat. The extent of this dissatisfaction led to the
British Library asking the Centre for Catalogue
Research (as the Centre was then called) to
undertake a study during July and August 1986 in
the H & SS Main Reading Room and the Official
Publications Library (OPL). Originally it was intended to carry out the study in the Science Reference and Information Services (SRIS) as well,
but lack of staff prevented this being tackled at
that stage.
In May 1985 I received a letter setting out the
problems which it was hoped the Centre could
study. It was pointed out that the serials records
were spread over all manner of files - machinereadable, card, book, photocopied list, and so on.
There were inconsistencies of bibliographic content and standardisation. The Division wanted to
build upon what it had already done (machinereadable records could at least be adapted or reduced in length) but it was felt that there was a
lack of evidence on what sort of serials record
catalogue users actually wanted. It was presumed
that it was possible to separate users' bibliographic needs from their practical needs, but the
nature of the latter could only be guessed at.
After a number of discussions with senior staff
from both H & SS and from SRIS I prepared a
short paper setting out the aim, objectives and
methods of the Centre's study. The following are
the salient points from that paper.
Apparently there were two particular problems
when attempting to trace details of serials held in
the British Library:
ti) Users (including some members of the
library's staff) often do not appear to
understand the content, arrangement, and
presentation of data in the existing catalogues ;
(ii) Library staff are unable to search for items in
other sectionsfdepartments of the British
Library, except by looking through a range of
different catalogues compiled in a diversity of
ways.
It had been suggested that a union list of serials in
the British Library, which used a consistent and
possibly simpler form of entry, would save considerable time, effort and annoyance, both for
readers and for library staff.
The aim of the Centre's study was:
to discover the needs of users in respect of
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bibliographic access (i.e. the amount of
bibliographic description required) to the British
Library's serials collections and to determine the
most effective way in which those needs might be
met.
I listed six objectives as follows:
(i) To establish an initial 'suggested subset' of
data for serials catalogue records which is
acceptable to the majority of British Library
reader services staff.
To assess British Library users' understanding
of, and satisfaction with catalogue entries as
currently produced. Do the entries include the
information the user expects to find? Are the
layout, filing and presentation satisfactory?
(ii) To find out how users formulate their
approach to the catalogue, i.e. what information
do they bring to the catalogue and from where
do they obtain this information?
(iv) To find out the nature of users' use of serials
in the British Library, e.g. are they interested in
the serial for its content, or as an artefact?
(v) To find out why users 'fail' when using the
British Library's catalogues and, possibly, to
obtain some evidence of the degree to which
users are obtaining serials from sources other
than the British Library when the latter should
be expected to stock them.
(iv) To monitor those occasions when readers ask
for a serial stocked by the British Library, but
not held in that section of the library at which
the enquiry is made.
As far as methods of data gathering are concerned, I have always placed a high value on experimental research in preference to market survey type research as the latter can often lead to
greatly misleading results. To give users alternative options to search has always seemed to me a
much.more scientific and satisfactory method of
assessing the performance of catalogue entries,
sequences and forms of presentation, than merely
asking for responses and opinions about possibly
hypothetical situations (e.g. "if there was a 'title'
catalogue would you use it?''). Unfortunately it
was not possible to use experimental techniques
with the readers using the H & SS Main Reading
Room, because it would have taken too much of
their time. I also felt that self-completed questionnaires would not be appropriate, as only those
who wanted to complete them would do so and,
also, there were too many practical problems involved in collecting them. I decided therefore that
I would have to rely on interviews for collecting
data on objectives (ii) to (iv). 1 wanted the interview schedule to be a fairly short one as my aim
was to obtain a reasonably large number of responses. These responses were obtained from a
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representative sample of users throughout the
opening hours of 20 days during the period 4th
July to 7th August 1986. Readers were approached when they were working in the Reading
Room and not when they were entering or leaving
it. I did not want them to be selected for interviewing only at the catalogues, but also when they
were at the shelves or walking about. Interviews at
desks were only undertaken if there were no
neighbouring users who could be disturbed. As it
was not possible to use experimental methods it
appeared that the next best thing was to show
users a small sample of catalogue entries. These
entries were selected from those currently produced by the British Library and were for a range
of typical categories of serials titles. They were selected by senior members of the British Library's
staff. Users were asked to comment on their understanding, or lack of understanding, of the various parts of the entries, including abbreviations
and punctuation. Other methods of study were
used, but this article describes the responses to
the interview.,
I had hoped that it would be possible to carry out
a minimum of 300 interviews. The Centre did not
have enough staff to conduct all of these itself and
so some members of the British Library's staff
volunteered to help us. In fact, because of the
great pressure of work they were under, these
staff were unable to carry out as many interviews
as we had hoped. The result was that only 225
interviews were undertaken, and of these, I
carried out 108. Although this quantity of
responses (or indeed even the proposed 300)
were insufficient to produce high statistical
accuracy for any particular figure, the study was
carried out in such a way that I felt well satisfied
that the overall results could be trusted. In any
case we were looking for a qualitatifve response
as much as a quantitative one.
Originally the interviews were intended to last 15
to 20 minutes, but the inclusion of the six sample
catalogue entries led to most lasting 30 minutes
and, a few, 35-40 minutes. One of the happy impressions which will remain with me from this
study was the great willingness of users to cooperate with us. Of 240 persons approached only 15
refused to be interviewed and all these refusals
were courteous and for good reasons. I had expected some instances of unpleasantness bearing
in mind the wide range of people we would be approaching: authors, film producers, senior academics, researchers, publishers, students, eccentrics! After all, we were in one of the major research libraries in the world and many people had
very limited time; many were from overseas and
language might sometimes prove to be too great
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an obstacle to good communication. In fact there
was not one unpleasant response during the
whole study and of the 108 persons I interviewed
at least 10 actually thanked me for the interview!
As a result of going through the six sample entries
they felt that they had learned useful information
about the catalogues which would help them in
the future.
It was not possible to obtain a stratified sample,
but a serious attempt was made to obtain a reasonable cross-section of users by not always approaching the same type of person in succession.
During the twenty days of the study, interviews
were carried out during all the opening hours on
Monday to Friday up to 5 p.m. and in addition
some interviews were conducted in the evenings
and on a Saturday.
The interview questionnaire consisted of 12 main
questions one of which asked the person interviewed to give their opinion of the six sample
catalogue entries and I will deal with this part of
the study in greater detail in a moment. First I
would like to give some results from the initial
part of the interview.
I was pleased to find evidence that the sample of
readers we interviewed was a representative one.
Figures of usage provided by the British Library
had shown that it was calculated that overseas
visitors accounted for 40% of total H & SS Reading Room usage. The results of the Centre's study
showed that exactly the same proportion of our
sample came from overseas. Of these, 44% came
from North America, 44% from Europe and 12%
from other countries e.g. Australia, India, Japan
and so on. In fact, many of the readers whom we
approached thinking that they came from overseas turned out to be of British nationality.
The following figures relate to the complete
sample of 225. On the days they were interviewed:
71 (31.6%) had either used or were searching for
details of a serial ;
89 (39.6%) had looked for details of a serial in a
British Library catalogue within the last month.
Of these, 35 persons had either used or were
searching for a serial in the catalogue on the day
they were interviewed. Therefore the total number of persons who had used a serial or searched
a British Library catalogue within the last month
was 125 (55.6%). Although all 225 users were
asked for their understanding of the sample catalogue entries, only this sub-sample of 125 were interviewed further to find out the following:
(i) Did they have any problems when using the
catalogues? 66 (57.4% of the sample) said they
had. Many of these users had more than one
and, of the problems identified, the multiplicity
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of sequences and the filing of entries caused
most diificulty - especially the heading
Periodical Publications followed by place in
GK3;
(ii) What were the actual details they had of the
serial before they used the catalogue?
94 (81%) had the complete title
18 (15.5%) had title or subject works
4 (3.4%) had title abbreviations or initials
14 (12.1%) had the name of the issuing body
14 (12.1%) had the name of the publisher
14 (12.1%) had some other details such as date
or volume number;
(iii) What was the main source of this
information? As one might expect there were
no surprises here:
7 (6.1%) had obtained their information from
previous use of a catalogue in the British
Library
6 (5.3%) had done so from previous use of a
catalogue elsewhere
84 (73.7%) had the details from a bibliography
or a reference
1 (0.9%) obtained the details from another
library's staff
22 (19.3%) already had the details because of
their existing knowledge
Interestingly no one claimed to have details as
a result of obtaining them from a member of the
British Library's staff although this must often
be the case ;
(iv) Did users require the original version of the
periodical or, if it could have been made
available immediately, would a photocopy have
satisfied their needs?
95 (76%) said that a photocopy would have
satisfied them
18 (14.4%) said that they needed to see the
original journal. The reasons were:
bibliographic; ease of reading; quality of
illustration; the binding; because of publication
purposes; the need to see other articles, or the
article was too long to photocopy
The last of the results which I will mention from
the first part of the interview are those relating to
the length of time all 225 persons interviewed had
been using the facilities of the British Library's
reading rooms. I divided the time into six periods
and the results were as follows:
Less than 1 month
51 (22.7%)
Less than 1 year
20 ( 8.9%)
1-5 years
59 (26.2%)
6-10 years
33 (14.7%)
11-20 years
38 (16.9%)
More than 20 years
22 ( 9.8%)
(There were 2 missing cases)
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When we analysed the responses from the 66 persons who claimed to have problems with searching the catalogue for serials by the periods of time
they had been using the British Library's reading
rooms, it was interesting to note that experience
made no difference, If anything the results seem
to indicate that the newer users had not yet had
an opportunity to become fully aware of all the
difficulties. For example, only 7 of those with less
than a month's experience said that they experienced problems compared to 20 with one to five
years experience and 24 with over eleven years experience. There was also no evidence that overseas users experienced more difficulties than
those from the UK. These results, which demonstrated the common nature of problems for
people of all levels of experience, were very much
underlined by users' responses to the six sample
catalogue entries. It is this part of the project that
I will now describe.
The six sample catalogue entries as currently produced by serials are given as an appendix to this
paper. Three with record numbers prefixed with
an 'r' are from the General Catalogue, Current'
and those with the prefix 'gk' are from the
'General Catalogue, pre-1971'. Both these catalogues are provided on microfiche. The entries
were selected as representative ones by senior
members of the British Library staff and later
checked in great detail by these staff against the
actual serials held. Every entry had errors in them
but from my experience I know that this is true of
many libraries' catalogues. In any case I wanted
'real' entries to be looked at by users and not theoretically 'perfect' ones.
Each user was shown the sheet and asked if they
would mind giving their opinion and understanding of any parts of entries, even punctuation.
They were asked "Firstly, is there anything you do
not understand or find clear about the entry, and,
secondly, even if you do understand it do you
think the information could be presented in a better way?"
It is true that, for the great majority of users questioned, only one or two of the entries were relevant to them in terms of the subject covered by
the serial; however it was pointed out to them that
usually entries for serials in their subjects would
be produced in the same manner and therefore
terms, abbreviations and punctuations would have
exactly the same meaning. It is also true that many
users would not usually take nolice of many of the
data elements because they did not use them and
the fact that they did not understand them would
not worry them. But this raises two questions:
(i) If other readers also do not use them, why do
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these data elements need to be included?
(ii) If the data elements are in fact needed and
could be useful to readers, should they not be
provided in such a clear way that they can be
understood at first sight and their value
realised?
Many of the users either had not consulted serials, or at least only on very rare occasions, but we
pointed out to them that they might need to do so
at any time and that catalogue entries were provided
to serve all needs, both current and poten:
tial.
Interviewers used a 'highlighting' pen to mark any
part of the entry which caused problems and then
if comments were made wrote these alongside the
entry. We asked for comments on G different entries from 225 people and sometimes as many as
four comments might be made about any one
entry. This all had to be analysed manually so
considerable work was involved. Analysis was by
ISBD(S) 'areas'.
Users were asked to look at the first entry for
'ANNALS of Latin American Studies' in particular detail as it was short and many of the features
were present in subsequent entries. Many people
said that they found it perfectly clear at first rcading; however, the interviewer would then ask for
the user's understanding of particular words,
phrases, abbreviations, etc. and the following
demonstrates just some of the lack of undcrstanding or confusion displayed. The most crucial
difficulties were found in relation to Area 3
'Numbering area' and 'Holdings' and especially
the use of hyphens for both ISBD punctuation
and as 'open' signs indicating continuing runs of
serials. For example - No. 1- was sometimes read
as if the hyphens were brackets and the data was
in parenthesis. Therefore this was read by several
users as '1 only'. Here are a few of the users' comments made in relation to Area 3 and 'Holdings'
for 'ANNALS of Latin American Studies'.
Held from No. 1 to No. 4 ;
No. bothers nte. Expect vol. and no. only
within a vol. ;
No. 1 - wirh 'holdings' coirjiisittg as to a a c f
'Itoldings' ;
Why record No. 1 - 1981 - if fhe British
Library is not really holding No. 1 onwards? ;
2 volumes in stock - Nos. 1 arid 4 ( & & . I t is
interesting that this riser ltad 19 years
aperience of using flte British Library H & SS
Reading Room) ;
No. 1 is on Tokyo is how I wottld read it ;
Everything held frorn 1981 onwards, but
something exceptional about 1984 'Holding
frotn' might be clearer;
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- This clue really is v e v slight ;
Does "-"mean run finishes here? ;
'Holdings' puts me o f i it is a financial word
Something simpler is needed ;
Assume this is something I do not need to
know about. ;
and many more!
There were 93 instances of some confusion over
the word 'Holdings' and 94 cases of confusion
over the '-' following 'no. 4' in the 'Holdings'
statement. 53 people were confused by '-No.1-' in
Area 3.
Area 5 'Physical description area' produced evidence of the problems experienced with abbreviations. In 'ANNALS of Latin American Studies' 'v'
was taken to mean the following:
Vol. 5; 5 vols.; Vide; Vivious; 5 arficles; v. in
Italian nteans 'see also' (Note This reader
took v. to mean 'see also' Articles in English
...); Corttains; No sense at all; all by itself;
Voir; Verso ;
and so on!
There were 179 cases of confusion over v. which
in AACR2 Rule 12.5B1 is the 'specific material
designation' for printed serials.
My finalexamples are for the 'Notes area' and the
use of jargon terms. In the case of 'ANNALS of
Latin American Studies' the term 'Cover title' appears. The following are some of the interpretations of this:
I asslinie 'Cover title' nteuns 'Xrticles in
English .." ;
Might mean each year has a diifferent title ;
Infomzation on the cover cozlld be the title in
English, Spanish and Japanese ;
Cover title means that the original title has
been covered by rebinding ;
and so on.
There were 120 cases of confusion relating to the
term 'Cover title'. The number of cases here and
for all the preceding relate just to 'ANNALS of
Latin American Studies'.
The rest of the comments both for this serial and
for the other five make fascinating reading and
clearly show the need for producers of catalogues
and cataloguing codes to be far more aware of the
people who actually use what they provide.

.

ConcIusions
This study was conducted specifically for the British Library and of course some of the findings relate just to that institution; nevertheless the following conclusions have relevance to the wider library community.
(i) Accurate 'coldings' data are considered far
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more important by users than 'bibliographic'
details.
(i) Ideally users would like to have correlation to
volume numbers with dates in the 'Holdings'
statement but many users recognised this was an
almost impossible task because of the sheer
magnitude of the problem.
fii) Very few users want a journal as an artefact.
Most would be well satisfied with a surrogate
such as a photocopy or microfilm if this could
be supplied immediately and with good enough
quality.
(iv) There was little evidence that users of long
experience are necessarily more knowledgeable
about data in the catalogue entries than new
users.
(v) Clarity of presentation and layout of the
entries is far more important to users than
additional data. Particular problems are caused
by(a) Over abbreviation e.g. v. instead of vol., ill.
instead of illus.
(b) Ambiguous use of punctuation, especially
the ISBN convention of using hyphens which
get confused with hyphens used in dates.
(c) The use of jargon terms such as 'holdings',
'imprint', 'cover title', etc.
(d) Lack of 'labelling' of certain data elements
(e.g. 'Publ. by').
(e) Lack of clarity of terms used, such as
'continued as' instead of 'split into', or the
omission of words such as 'by' or 'at' in relation
to publishers or places of publication.
(f) The considerable lack of understanding of
the difference between the 'bibliographic' date
and the 'holdings' date. It would appear that, in
general, use of just the latter would be much
less confusing to the user.
(g) Lack of 'paragraphing' of data, e.g. if a title
changes, give each change a fresh line if
possible, also the appropriate dates.
I hope that some of these conclusions may have
an influence on certain aspects of serials cataloguing and cataloguing in general in the future.

.
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