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Jill Lambert and Sue Taylor

The recent public expenditure
cuts have meunt that m y
academic libraries me having to
take an rn more rigorous
approach to their journals
collection, rationalking their
holding in accordance with static
or reduced budgets. Making use
of the voting method for
periodical evaluation, this ppr
outlines how one library
evaluated the existing journals
and the demand for new titles in
the field of engineering. The
benejits and pitfalls of the
technique are outlined.

Introduction
During the last few years the problems faced by academic libraries
in sustaining their journals collection have become increasingly
severe. There are several well-rehearsed reasons why this is so:
the large rise in the number of journals published.
the spiralling cost of titles.
constrained library budgets.
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The statistics make depressing reading according to the Follett
report, between 1980 and 1992 the number of titles listed in U1rich's
International Periodicals Directory rose from 62000 to 126000, while
the Blackwells Periodicals Price Index rose by nearly 300%' .
Academic library budgets meanwhile have not increased at
anything like the same level, and the public expenditure cuts in
1995 have exacerbated the problem2.Electronic delivery
mechanisms may provide the solution in the future, but at present
university libraries am faced by finding a way of restraining
journal expenditure, unpopular though this is with academic staff.
At Staffordshire University a block allocation to cover the
purchase of books and journals for each School is determined by
the Chief Librarian, using a formula based on the number of
students, usage and the average price of books and journals in the
subject field. Spending within the Schools is co-ordinated by
subject specialists, who control the ratio of funding between books
and journals. The School of Engineering, for which the evaluation
was camed out, has over 1000 students and nearly 100 staff,
provides modular degrees in electrical and mechanical
engineering, electronics and manufacturing. There is also a strong
research emphasis with the consequent need for a wide range of
puma1 titles.
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Taylor is Senior Tutor Librarian
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By 1995 it had become clear that spending on journals was
reaching an unacceptable level the costs having risen to 70%of
the total engineering budget. The book stock was begnning to
reflect this imbalance. It was becoming harder to buy more than
one copy of popular titles, maintain the spread of coverage of
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standard texts and keep up to date with the
handbooks and other reference works, an
essential component of an engineering library.
As a first measure the issue was raised at the
Engineering School Board, but while some
academic staff were sympathetic, a few felt that
the balance was correct. None could suggest
specific titles which could be cancelled. To help
resolve the situation the School's administrator
offered to contact all staff asking them to list all
the journals they used or recommended to
students. The response was poor - 12 replies were
received from a total of 50 academic staff. These
replies did indeed list the journals used but they
also included titles which were not taken by the
Library. It was not clear whether the staff thought
that these joumals were in stock or if these were
extra titles to which they wanted new
subscriptions. In addition some of the titles listed
had been cancelled several years before.
This low response rate was worrying. It was
obviously possible to take the approach that if
staff did not reply, then that was their problem,
but it was not an approach that seemed very wise
politically. Since it was not clear which titles were
the least used, we decided to postpone the
cancellation exercise until the following year, and
use the time to carry out a more systematic
survey, in which a higher degree of reliance could
be placed on the results.
Other libraries
To satisfy the members of the School Board who
had asked what ratio of spending between books
and journals was the "norm" in other academic
libraries, we discussed the issue with several local
university libraries with strong engineering
collections. Three of the universities contacted all
aimed at a ratio of no more than 60:40 funding
split between journals and books. A second
survey made via LISLINK however showed that
spending tended to be well over this limit; out of
the 14 academic libraries which replied, only 1
spent less than 60%,3 spent between 60 to 70%,
with the remainder spending more than 70%?

Survey methods
Having decided to carry out our own survey, the
next step was to assess the appropriatenessof
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each title. Several techniques seemed
possibilities3:
attaching survey slips to issues of journals
and asking users to sign these on
consultation;
keeping a record of all journals used,
whether left on shelves, tables or next to the
photocopiers;
using the Iournal Citation Reports published
by the Institute for ScientificInformation to
indicate the ranking of the journals
internationally;
asking the users to rank the journals taken by
the Library. One way of doing this is to 'give'
each user a nominal number of votes, to be
allocated between the journals con~erned.~
Although the use of survey slips and in-house
records of use do show which journals are really
used, the time scale to acquire sufficient data
would have been too long. Citation rankings
seemed too general; we would not have felt
justified in cancelling subscriptions purely on the
basis of externally generated lists. An internal
ranking using the voting system had several
attractions however. It would give users the
opportunity to state clearly and unambiguously
their preferences. Quantiktive data would make
it easier to justify the cancellations- if one journal
receives 150 votes while another in the same field
only has 10 votes it is more difficult to argue its
importance and relevance. The survey could be
carried out in a short time scale, and finally some
of the staff would be familiar with the technique
since it had been used by a previous librarian in
an earlier journals review exercise.
However, the survey would only show which
journals were valued by the academic staff and
research students, as it was not feasible to canvass
the views of large numbers of undergraduates.
Since the needs of students for populist titles,
such as Elektor Electronics, would be unlikely to
be reflected in the voting figures, it would be
necessary to protect their interests when
cancellations were made. In addition, of course,
there was the problem of the response rate. To
ensure this was as high as possible, we decided
that all staff who did not retum the forms would
be contacted again - several times if necessary - to
obtain a reply.
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=ME Transactions: Jnl. of w e d mechanics
ASME Transactions: Jnl. of dynamic systems, measurement and control
A
M
sSaofrbmturbines and power
ASME Transactions: Jnl. of eneineerinn for industrv
ASME Trausactions: Jd.of fluids engineering
ASME Transactions:Jd.of heat transfer
ASME Transactions: Jnl. of - h i d
design
ASME Transactions: Jd.of tribology
American machinist m d a~tomate~manufachnin~
1
Automatica: the journal of IFAC
saterials
British telecommunicationsengineering
Building services engineering msarch and technology
Computer-aided geometric design
Computers and biomedical research
Computers and industrial engineering
Ccwputing and control engineming journal (IEE)
C(mtrol and instrumentation
Corrosion
Desibm engineering
EDN magazine
Electrical review
Electrical times
Electronic design
Electronics and communication engineeringjournal (IEE)
Electronics education (IEE)
Electronics letters (1EE)
-Electronics today international
-Electronics world and wireless world
Ekktor electronics
EGineering

£ 142.69

f 116.27
f 107.09
f 108.72

f 177.66
f 151.75
f 151.75
f 144.35

f 116.27

-

f 151.75
f 142.69
f 177.66
f 116.27
E151.75
E 116.27
f 151.75
E 68.00
f 70.36
f 807.00
£638.00
f 900.00
f 615.00
---f
23.00
f 44.15
-f 59.00
f 69.00
f 2&08
£270.00
£226.00
£176.16
E 743.00
f 646.00
f 125.40
f 115.50
f 65.00
60.00
f-f 97.40 f 89.40
f 65.00 -f 69.00
f 148.38
f 175.26
f
110.00
f
78.00
-.
f 39.42
E 40.25
El7700
£172.39
E
84.70
f 104.50
-- f 7.50
f 9.00
f 510.00
f 28.22
f 26.06
E 25.20
-E 23.40
f 28.80
f 25.00
-.
f 40.00
f 33.00

-

Figure 1 Voting forms

Voting forms
The spreadsheet package EXCEL was used to
produce the voting forms, shown in Figure 1.
Although word processing software could have
produced a similar tabular layout, using a
spreadsheet meant that the data could be
analysed easily. The price of the current and
previous year's subscriptions were included to
make staff aware of the actual costs. Many
subscriptions were to individual sections of
journals such as the ZEE Proceedings and ASME
Transactions; there was also a package
subscription to the ZEEE Transactions, 95 titles in
all. The ASME Transactions and ZEE Proceedings
were listed individually as the different sections
were paid for separately. Since the ZEEE
Transactions were paid as one sum we listed these
together as one title. The new titles suggested in
the survey by the School Administrator were

listed on a separate sheet, and staff were asked to
allocate 100 votes each between the current and
proposed new titles. Initially we had been
uncertain whether to include research students in
the survey. It could be argued that the students'
supervisors would take their interests into
account when casting their votes. However these
students are heavy users of journals, carrying out
much of the literature searching for their
supervisors. In the end we decided to print the
forms in two different colours to distinguish their
responses. The forms were sent out via the
internal post, accompanied by a letter explaining
the need for the survey and guidelines on
allocating votes.

Response
The staff were asked to respond within a two
week deadline, on the assumption that those
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interested enough to reply would do so promptly.
Out of approximately 100 forms sent out, about
half were returned within this time scale. Rather
than sending out a second form or reminder, we
decided that telephoning or e-mailing would be
more effective. With a fair amount of effort
,responses were obtained from virtually
everyone. Most forms had been completed
correctly; a few users though had misunderstood
or ignored the instructions, and allocated 100
votes for existing titles and another 100 votes for
the proposed new journals.
Generally there was a positive attitude towards
the survey, with an acceptance that economies though unwelcome - were necessary. This
response was helped by the fact that the survey
was not just concerned with cancelling existing
titles, but was also intended to establish what new
journals were needed. There were some
criticisms, the most significant concerning the fad
that we had grouped all the IEEE Transactions as
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one title, yet listed separately the different
sections of the ASME Transactions and IEE
Proceedings. The other criticism centred on the
fad that the survey favoured large research
groups who would vote en mass for the same
titles. While understanding this point of view, we
felt that this was not really a problem for the
library service, who had to allocate funds in the
most cost-effective manner.

Results
Using Excel, the votes from the survey forms
were input into a master list of journals. We also
included the number of users allocating the votes
to get some idea of the spread of support for each
journal. The votes from the lecturers and
researchers were also recorded on separate lists,
to distinguish between their replies. Once the data
had been input, the lists were then ranked in vote
order (Figure 2).

Figure 2 Journals ranked in vote order
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It may have been optimistic but we were
hoping that some joumals would receive no votes
at all. In fad the survey identified 14 titles
receiving no votes at all from the lecturing staff.
None of these titles had any particular value to
the undergraduates, and neither could they be
considered core journals. However, more
cancellations were needed to reduce spending to
60%of the budget and to provide funding for new
titles. Rather than make unilateral decisions on
cancellations we decided to present the results to
the School Board, with an indication of how many
titles would be required to reduce spending to the
60% limit. Discussing the merits of specific titles
in a committee has obvious difficulties, and it was
agreed that final decision on what to cancel
should be made by the section heads in
engineering.
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interested staff. The take-up so far has been slow,
but we intend to publicise more widely in the
coming months.
Carrying out a survey like this does mean
investing quite a lot of time and energy. The timescale needs to be planned carefully. Our survey
was started in February, and the results were
compiled, presented and discussed in the
following months before the examination period
had begun. If the survey had been delayed until
the summer term, it is doubtful whether there
would have been enough time to negotiate the
cancellationsbefore the vacation began and the
subscription renewals arrived. On the whole the
exercise has been worthwhile - the users have
been able to have their say and the cancellations
have been made in as systematic a way as
possible.

Follow-up
Soon after the survey was completed, we learned
that the materials budget would be reduced in the
coming financial year, due to the recent cut-backs
in university expenditure. These cuts left little
spare money in the journals allocation. If we
were to retain faith with the staff, however, it was
important to make an effort to subscribe to a few
of the proposed titles. In the end we
recommended the two titles receiving the most
votes to the Section Heads, allocated a sum of
money and left them to make the final decision.
Those titles which we could not afford to buy
were checked in Uncover, and we offered to
organise the e-mailing of contents pages to
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