Collection mapping

- An Evolving Tool for Better Resources and Better Access
Mary C. Bushing

Collection evaluation techniques have
evolved as a result of technological
changes in libraries but their purpose
and benefits have remained the same:
the ability to understand the specific
strengths and weaknesses of informa-
tion resources with statistical data as
well as impressionistic judgments based
on experience and knowledge of the
discipline area under consideration.

Librarians have adjusted the tools to
evaluate the state of information resourc-
es in specific subject and format collec-
tions according to the technology availa-
ble. Whatever the tool, the “picture”

of resources that results enables librar-
ies to adjust their holdings to better
meet their missions, while also enabling
us to streamline access to informa-

tion without being tied to strict-

ly bibliographic tags with subject and
discipline gateways. Whatever the tool,
however, its usefulness is depend-

ent upon the thoughtful and appropri-
ate application by the practitioner.

The concept of collection mapping or collection
assessment is neither new nor is it particularly in-
novative as a professional library tool. The idea
can be traced through the library literature and
practice from the 1940’s onward. It has been re-
ferred to by a variety of names but both “map-
ping” and “assessment” are the names most of-
ten used today.

The techniques and tools, like the terms them-
selves, have varied across time. As technology has
advanced and its applications in libraries have
become ever more complex. Libraries have been
able to conduct assessments with increasing accu-
racy while at the same time reducing the amount
of hours devoted to actually handling the collec-
tions themselves.



With almost forty years of broad experience
by all types of libraries, the knowledge base for
collection mapping or assessment now provides
us with many options to select from as we plan
assessment projects. This article will address the
theoretical and practical history of this tool for
informed library management. It reflects per-
sonal knowledge developed across thirty years of
close involvement with many aspects of collec-
tion assessment and with projects in a number
of countries.

Concept of collection mapping

It is important from the start to understand what

collection mapping is and what it is not so as to

put the entire process and its product into the cor-
rect context. Collection mapping is not:

- Exclusively a quantitative process like most ti-
tle overlap studies that list titles and percentag-
es of titles held in common with other librar-
ies as well as creating title lists of unique hold-
ings.

- Just data from bibliographic systems arranged
in a special format.

- A simple linear process.

- Avalue judgment about the quality of a given
collection.

- Arigidly defined set of actions, measurements,
and techniques.

Rather collection mapping provides a broad range

of operations and techniques to be selected to

achieve the degree of informed collection under-
standing necessary in any given circumstances. It
other words, collection mapping is:

- A logical outgrowth of thoughtful librarians
attempting to see and understand their collec-
tions in subject segments not collection size.

- A tool made both efficient and more complex
by technology.

- A flexible tool that requires continuous deci-
sion-making and clarity of definitions and pur-
pose for any given project.

- A means of providing a snapshot of existing re-
sources but which leaves to the library manage-
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ment the determination of the extent to which
existing resources are appropriate for the giv-
en clientele.

— A tool that is never perfect-but is useful for
comparison and planning purposes.

- A process that provides statistical information
and defines the broad character of a collection
of information and literary resources but re-
quires many informed human judgments if it
is to provide useful results.

- Anevolving tool-notasolution or an end prod-
uct but a means to an end.

— Attool that enables libraries to graph collection
strengths across disciplines and/or subjects in
order to justify expenditures in light of user
needs and library missions.

- A tool to assist selectors in shaping collections
to meet defined collection goals.

— A useful and functional tool for large and small
libraries of all types.

In other words, it is a flexible tool that can be ad-
justed to fit circumstances within the parameters
of a given project and its purposes. It can be used
across languages and cultures to represent collec-
tion strengths and weaknesses in a meaningful
way for funding agencies, librarians, researchers,
and other library clients.

A collection mapping project can be defined
within the constraints imposed by available re-
sources-time, personnel, and technology. The ex-
tent to which detail is necessary to fulfill defined
outcomes can also influence the resources neces-
sary to complete a useful assessment project.

Collection assessment or mapping grew out of
the need to be able to describe collections in ways
other than title lists. The so-called information
explosion helped to make this type of tool a ne-
cessity. As book collections and other information
resources outgrew our ability to “know” them in
any meaningful manner especially within large li-
braries, librarians began to consider how to better
define the depth and breadth of their collections.

Collection assessment was the result.



Learning the process

One of the things we have said in teaching oth-
ersabout the preparation and importance of writ-
ing meaningful collection development policies
is that if done well, the process itself is as valua-
ble as the resulting product. This is also the case
with collection mapping or assessment.

While technology has enabled us to automate
some of the baseline data gathering, assessment
remains more than the data. If it is to be mean-
ingful, the process must be constantly monitored
and adjusted by informed staff members who un-
derstand the unique knowledge management is-
sues within each discipline.

Staff members need to be able to interpret the
data in a meaningful manner against the broad
spectrum of human knowledge in all formats.
Numbers are not the essence of the information.
Statistics are only the first pixels in the map that
will eventually provide a complete landscape of
the information resources of a given library or
group of libraries.

Prior to the evolution of this tool, libraries typ-
ically described their collections in quantifiable
and statistical measures only. This type of infor-
mation tended to imply that the more items in
the library, the better the library. Working with
libraries of all types, it became clear to me early
in my career that this culture of “bigger is better”
often led to poor collection management prac-
tices and collections that did not fit the needs of
their clients.

This concept was further enforced by the ac-
creditation process in academic institutions in
the United States where secondary schools, col-
leges, and universities began to be required to
have specific numbers of books per student.
This discouraged librarians from actively man-
aging their collections except in terms of acquir-
ing more items.

The National Shelflist Count
The National Shelflist Countl (later changed to
the NATC or North American Title Count) or

the North American Collections Inventory Project
(NCIP) sponsored by RLG, were projects for large
research institutions, and they further emphasized
the importance of gross numbers of items.

With the National Shelflist Count however,
the number of volumes were reported based up-
on classification ranges and thus basically sub-
ject or discipline specific items rather than total
collection size began to be the standard. At this
point no evaluation or professional judgments
were used to provide any measure of quality for
any given collection segment. Use statistics were
used as the measure of the quality of the collec-
tion relative to the primary user group.

The National Shelflist Count was a major step
in the development of what came to be called the
“conspectus” method of collection mapping or
assessment. A group of collection development
librarians and members of the Research Library
Group (RLG) began to be concerned about the
failure of the statistics to indicate the character of
collections, the academic level of the materials, or
the emphasis of the collections reported.

Their concerns and discussions resulted in a
series of committees within (RLG) devoted to
the huge task of finding a means by which to or-
ganize or survey collections by broad academ-
ic subjects or disciplines using techniques that
would better convey the character of collection
segments with a structure that would reflect the
typical university organization around modern
disciplines rather than the Nineteenth Century
world view that is reflected in both the Library
of Congress (LC) and Dewey Decimal Classifi-
cation (DDC) schemes.

The RLG Conspectus

In order to accomplish this, a model formerly
used at the New York Public Library and Colum-
bia University Library was expanded and used
to develop what came to be known as the RLG
Conspectus(c) with twenty-five broad divisions
representing academic disciplines2. These initial-
ly identified divisions were subsequently expand-
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ed to include additional divisions were areas such
as Women’s Studies.

Academic catalogers arranged LC classifica-
tion numbers within these disciplines as an aid
to librarians doing conspectus work. Thus work-
sheets were developed that provided the structure
within which to gather statistical and other infor-
mation with the goal of being able to define the
character of the collection segment.

The RLG project worked towards a process
that would encourage libraries to use a variety of
methods to define the character of their collec-
tions and would take some account of the var-
ied information cultures across discipline groups
such as the journal driven literature of the scienc-
es and the monograph nature of much of the hu-
manities. In addition, they wanted the results to
allow for meaningful comparisons across librar-
ies. The name “conspectus” is actually a word for
survey and aptly describes the concept of collec-
tion assessment by subject or discipline.

Co-operation between libraries

At about this same time, school librarians were
developing a method to represent the character of
their collections by gathering data and graphing
that data within curriculum clusters to present a
picture of their collections relative to the curric-
ulum, funding levels, and educational goals of
their library media centers.

The RLG group also wanted to be able to graph
the character of the university collections along
some type of well defined continuum. Public li-
brarians in the United States were interested in
finding similar means to define very popular ar-
eas of the collections such as adult fiction and
children’s materials.

Working independently but with their work
gradually informed by the progress of the oth-
ers, these various groups ultimately developed
techniques and structures that were similar al-
though targeted to the typical academic, public,
or school library situation. The primary element
that these various schemes had in common was

12

that they focused on subject areas rather than
whole collections.

They all required some basic statistical descrip-
tors about each subject segment. These were: the
number of items in each format within the sub-
ject, the average age of these items in terms of in-
tellectual content, and the primary languages rep-
resented in the content of the subject segment.
Additionally, most libraries involved in structur-
ing this type of collection analysis saw the need
for librarians to actually browse the materials in
their subject area before being able to define the
character of each subject segment.

The challenge of finding ways to easily convey
the character of a subject collection was very dif-
ficult. Despite the expectation that individual li-
braries might have notes of local interest about
each segment they examined, there was a need for
some sort of shorthand that could quickly convey
to others the level of scholarship in terms of likely
users and/or audience level most likely suited for
this subject segment. This presented special chal-
lenges since any type of code seemed to be fraught
with unwanted evaluative connotations.

1-5 scale for collection definition
Ultimately, the RLG group settled upon a five-
point scale simply using the numbers 1 to 5 and
assigning each a definition that corresponded to
levels of education and types of use understood
by university librarians and university adminis-
trations.

For them a “1” collection was considered min-
imal while a “2” level collection could serve a
general population of educated citizens and stu-
dents through perhaps the first two years of col-
lege. They defined a level “3” collection as one
that would support the work of college students
in their major field of work and into their ini-
tial post graduate work for a Masters degree. A
level “4” collection was one that could support
doctoral study and other independent high lev-
el research and a level “5” was defined as com-
prehensive.



For the purposes of the large research librar-
ies this scheme was quite workable and easily
understood. Furthermore, it was possible to use
this code system to relate discipline collections
to the actual degree work offered at an institu-
tion and to identify both areas of strength con-
gruent with the intellectual work being conduct-
ed in the institution.

Accordingly it was possible to identify those
areas of information resources that needed to be
strengthened in order to support the level of intel-
lectual inquiry expected by the educational pro-
grams. The codes were used to define the level of
existing collections, the rate of acquisitions with-
in the same subject segment, and the goal level
for that segment.

Other techniques

Those working in public libraries initially wanted
a coding system that would be based upon an al-
phabetical code such as A, B, C, etc. This system
was rife with value problems also because these
same letters are those used as grades in the educa-
tional system and imply a judgment that was not
quite appropriate for what the librarians wished
to convey. For all of those working on the collec-
tion mapping idea, they wanted their work to re-
flect a description of the collection segments sur-
veyed but not a value judgment.

Thus an “A” or an “F” collection of popular
fiction (depending upon which way they deter-
mined to use their alphabetical code) did not
mean that this was the best possible collection
but a collection that contained certain elements
and was likely to be quite large. It was not meant
as the ideal towards which other libraries should
strive but it was hard not to think of an “A” col-
lection as the ideal.

The school librarians avoided the problems as-
sociated with coding the collection by devising
various schemes by which to use bar graphs to
convey the extent of curricular area collections
with additional statistics reported either as con-
trasting graphs or in textual explanations. This

approach worked quite well for their purpos-
es within, rather than across, school buildings
and districts.

Gradually, other techniques were recognized
as helpful in the process of mapping collections.
The most widespread techniques were compari-
sons with other similar or ideal library collections,
comparisons with standard lists and bibliogra-
phies as well as journal titles indexed in the stand-
ard periodical indexes within a discipline, and an-
other type of list checking, citation analysis.

These techniques along with shelf scanning
and the statistical elements already noted and
shelf scanning came to be the most often used
techniques. Additionally, the use of circulation
or use statistics were used to help inform the col-
lection picture as librarians wished to move to-
wards more judgmental positions regarding the
collection pictures that were forming from the
assessment work.

A snapshot of the mathematics collection was
useful but adding to that snapshot the statistics
regarding the actual use of the mathematics col-
lection, the amount of money being expended
on that collection annually, and ultimately, the
purpose or goal for the mathematics collection
in light of the mission and potential users of the
library provided a more complete picture of the
mathematic resources and helped to define ap-
propriate goals.

Some libraries also sought statistical informa-
tion about the amount of materials that they
needed to borrow from other libraries, if any, in
support of their users’ need for mathematical in-
formation. The tool of collection assessment or
mapping continued to morph as librarians used
it and sought ways of defining their resources in
relationship to their clients and their missions.

Linkage to LC and

Dewey Decimal Classification
During this period of the 1970’, the United
States’ academic community continued to de-
velop their schema for conspectus based upon
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broad discipline areas and using LC classifica-
tion as the keys to actually identifying those col-
lection segments in support of a particular dis-
cipline area.

Their schema admittedly was very U.S. cen-
tric due to its basis in the Library of Congress
Classification outline and the fact that those in-
volved were all from academic institutions in
the United States. There was nothing similar for
those libraries using Dewey Decimal Classifica-
tion, however.

In the early 1980, some uniformity was estab-
lished due to the work of a group of outstand-
ing visionary librarians in the state of Alaska who
understood the applications of assessment for co-
operative collection development even within li-
brary communities as far flung as those in the
wilds of Alaska.3

With their leadership, grant funding from what
was then the Fred Meyer Charitable Trust,4 and
the participation of librarians from across the Pa-
cific Northwest region, the RLG conspectus was
adapted and simplified with a DDC focus and
with new collection level definitions that would
provide more precise definitions of collection
characteristics for public libraries, smaller aca-
demic libraries, and even school libraries.

After lengthy discussions and some hand wring-
ing, the resulting codes for the new conspectus
approach including not a five-point scale but a
ten-point scale that incorporated the five-point
RLG scale so that comparisons were still possi-
ble. The new scale (0 - 1a- 1b-2a-2b-3a-3b
- 3¢ - 4 - 5) became the standard and was adopt-
ed by those previously attempting to use an al-
phabetical scale.

In addition, codes were developed and revised
over time to include language codes that easily ac-
commodated situations were countries have dual
languages, the inclusion of electronic resources in
the expanded definition for the codes, and even a
standard scale that could be used when appropri-
ate to indicate preservation issues. A summary of
the basic coding system appears in Table 1.5
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Impacts of library automation

While the practice of collection assessment or
mapping was growing during the 1980%, the
labor intensive aspects of gathering data were
daunting for many. Despite the work of collec-
tion librarians working with library automation
vendors, we were still unable to get title counts
by specific classification ranges, average publica-
tion dates within those same ranges, and other
pertinent data.

Additionally, although software in support of
the conspectus (both LC and Dewey) had been
developed, the software was initially focused on
two aspects of conspectus: printing standardized
worksheets and printing reports although the
ability to present those reports in graphical form
was a huge plus that made communicating the
assessment information to those outside of the li-
brary very easy and effective.



As the 1990’s unrolled, however, library auto-
mation had advanced to a point where it was easi-
er and easier for technology to come to the rescue
of those wishing to map their collections and the
specific characteristics of each subject segment. It
became possible to get more accurate title counts
than those achieved through estimation from the
stacks or shelflist measurements.

Additionally, it became possible to get statisti-
cal reports giving the mean age of collection seg-

ments based upon copyright or publication dates.
Circulation reports could also be narrowed based
on classification ranges.

OCLC and other bibliographic vendors began
to offer comparison reports against other col-
lections defined as peers or ideal collections or
against standard lists such as Books for College
Libraries.6 The software in support of the Pacif-
ic Northwest project was moved to WLN (at one

time the Western Library Network and later in-
corporated into OCLC) and the software was
further developed to incorporate unlimited notes
fields that were keyword searchable.

WLN also developed, although in FoxPro, a
software platform no longer supported, the abil-
ity to provide year-to-year comparisons of statis-
tics, progress towards goals, expenditures, num-
bers of items, mean age, etc., thus enabling a sin-
gle library to easily track their progress and the
changes they were attempting to make with their
collections.7

Benefits of conspectus

Thus over the course of forty years, the library
profession had moved from a general concept of
trying to describe collections in more meaning-
ful terms to express the character of the subject
segments to a rather sophisticated level of de-
scriptive reporting.

Assessment or collection mapping was useful
in many political and financial arenas as well as
within the library community itself. It enabled
libraries to be responsive to demands by fund-
ing sources to justify increased budgets with da-
ta, graphs, and rationale that directly related mis-
sions to the existing resources.

The conspectus information enabled consortia
and groups of libraries to compare resources and
to develop clearly defined means of sharing re-
sources of strength. It enabled individual libraries
to identify “holes” or problem areas of their col-
lections and to take action to remedy those sit-
uations. And lastly but not least, the use of col-
lection mapping provided the essence of infor-
mation to inform collection policies.

One of the most valuable outcomes from the
conspectus development was the realization, that
like developing collection policies, the process of
doing collection assessment was perhaps as valu-
able as the results themselves. The librarians in-
volved learned that doing the collection map-
ping resulted in greatly expanded knowledge of
the collections both in terms of general character-



istics but also in terms of very specific strengths

and weaknesses.

In addition, the process provided a forum in
which it was possible to share a wide-range of
knowledge about the world of books, authors,
publishers, discipline specific communication
cultures and history, and the nature of differing
types of library collections.

During the stages of collection mapping these
benefits were evident in the following ways:

- Discussing the appropriate data to gather and
then gathering it;

- Defining and understanding the differences in
information cultures from discipline to disci-
pline, from subject to subject;

- Deciding upon appropriately useful levels of
definition for segments or subjects;

- Identifying consistent vocabulary, codes, and
notes; and

- Arguing issues such as goals and descrip-
tive codes with subjective although not unin-
formed opinion as part of the process.

Perhaps one of the most valuable aspects of the
experience from the late 1980’s and early 1990’
was the realization of just how very adaptable for
every size and type of collection the methodolo-
gies can be. Projects in national libraries in Aus-
tralia, New Zealand, Latvia, and the Czech Re-
public among others testify to the ability to ad-
just the process and the product to fit very indi-
vidual circumstances.

The recommendation by both ALECTS (an
American Library Association division, the As-
sociation for Library Collections and Techni-
cal Services) and the International Federation
of Library Associations (IFLA) for conspectus
methodology to be used in describing collection
strengths and their characters have continued
to encourage libraries to adapt these assessment
methodologies and structures for their collec-
tions. In many areas of the U.S. collection map-
ping projects within individual libraries are based
upon the extensive experienced gained during the

1980’s and 1990s.
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The end results and primary benefits from us-
ing collection mapping are the extensive knowl-
edge of collection details and the nature or char-
acter of the existing collections. This allows librar-
ies to develop a clarity of purpose that has often
escaped them in the past.

It gives staff and administrators an opportuni-
ty to define real problems to be resolved with re-
gards to information resources rather than mere-
ly spending more money. It enables librarians to
document policy decisions and collection goals.
It gives staff an in-depth knowledge of discipline
specific information cultures and gives them con-
fidence in making day-to-day decisions regard-
ing information resources with more focused ac-
quisition goals.

The global scale

The situation now is that World Cat and the
OCLC database have not only grown to over 9,000
members and over 65 million records with over a
billion items,8 but the focus is increasingly on end-
user searching, sharing & comparisons on a glo-
bal scale. Metadata, new protocols, and standards
are now enabling collections themselves to be de-
scribed and accessed through records that reflect
the collection not the items within it.

Subject gateways that are easily navigated and
identified are being made possible through a wide
range of software. These developments are ena-
bling the integration of collection mapping re-
sults in existing electronic bibliographic databas-
es and search tools.

It is an exciting time in the development of the
tool of collection assessment. For someone who
has been closely involved in the evolution of this
tool over the past thirty-five years, it seems to be
the realization of the goal of assessment: the abil-
ity to inform users seamlessly about the character
of subject or discipline collections throughout the
world while enabling libraries to better collabo-
rate in building upon strengths and strengthen-
ing weaknesses where needed.

To identify collections of note, it still requires



the work of collection mapping to identify the
strong subject collections for they are not always
the largest! It means that data gathering, analy-
sis, and informed decision-making remain key to
using subject gateways and metadata in mean-
ingful ways.

Lessons learned

Before concluding this survey of the history and

lessons we have learned with the evolution of

the assessment process, it is essential that poten-
tial users of this tool, in whatever form, recog-
nize essential characteristics for the project lead-
ers and other individuals involved in a collection
mapping process.

From experiences we have learned that those
involved must:

- Be comfortable with a reasonable degree of
ambiguity but have analytical skills;

- Beable to be dispassionate regarding their own
collections;

- Have facilitation skills to bring others to con-
sensus during all phases of the process;

- Have project management and cheerleading
skills;

- Have the ability to make decisions and not
dither;

- Have an understanding of the differing infor-
mation cultures discipline to discipline;

- Have clarity of purpose with an understand-
ing that the process and the results are not the
ultimate goal; but,

- Understand that the ultimate goal is to im-
prove appropriate resources and to provide
better access to those resources.

These lessons regarding the type of personali-

ties and skills essential for collection mapping

were learned the hard way-through experience.

They were learned by being involved in all types

of libraries, of differing sizes, in many different

countries. Collection assessment often was cen-
tered in technical service departments initial-
ly but projects became bogged down in the data
gathering possibilities. Projects centered in pub-

lic service and reference departments often had
a hard time actually generating the necessary da-
ta and using it.

The choice of a project leader in all cases was a
key element for success. Leadership, credibility,
knowledge, and an appreciation of both the nec-
essary quantitative elements as well as the qual-
itative, judgmental elements that are needed to
appropriately describe the character of a collec-
tion are essential personal qualities for a collection
mapping project leader within a library.

In 2006 we find ourselves in an information en-
vironment where there are a variety of approach-
es to collection mapping. While it is possible to
merely gather statistical data or even just do title
over-lap studies, those do not result in increased
competence on the part of the library staff nor do
they, in my experience, do anything other than re-
sult in long reports that are not much more help-
ful than the shelflist counts of the past.

These approaches return us to the quantity not
quality or character descriptions of collections.
Consider the difference between having 400
books about dinosaurs written for children and
the 400 volumes held a few hundred feet from
my study window by the Museum of the Rock-
ies where internationally renowned paleontolo-
gists like Jack Horner do their work.

Much of the statistics about these collections
could be the same, number, age, format, even ti-
tles, and use statistics. What is glaringly differ-
ent is the character of these collections. The one
appropriate for individuals aged perhaps 4 to 12
and the other appropriate for informed, educat-
ed, specialists doing research, digging for, and re-
constructing an extinct group of animals.

The bottom line is: with or without the aid
of technology, librarians find it helpful to map
their collections to better understand their exist-
ing information resources and to define appro-
priate goals to improve both the quality and ac-
cess to the most appropriate resources given a li-
brary’s mission and its current and future clients.
The process and the product are valuable on the
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local level as well as valuable on a national and/
or consortia level for collaborative information
resource development and access.

The five or ten-point codes developed for de-
scribing collections still serve well and can enable
alibrary or group of libraries to succinctly convey
the nature or character of a collection segment.
They are not perfect, but then what is!

Doing something, however imperfect, is still
better than allowing the perfect to become the
enemy of the good. The evolving tool of collec-
tion assessment or mapping is not perfect but it
is what we have and it is a great deal better than
it once was and better than any of the alterna-
tives as of yet suggested.

TABLE 1
0 Does not collect intentionally
1 [a [Minimal, uneven, unsystematic

b |[Minimal, focused coverage, consistently maintained

2 |a [Basic information level, introduce & define a subject, basic general monographs,
some subject periodicals, basic reference tools

b |Broader and more in-depth array that include history of the discipline/subject, impor-
tant personages, broader array of reference sources, indexes & electronic resources

Basic study/instructional support, high percentage of most important sources, core
works, extensive collection of periodicals in the subject, access to appropriate elec-
tronic sources, works in primary language of the clients, undergraduate materials

b |Intermediate study/instructional support, more specialized subject areas, more com-
prehensive coverage, high percentage of core works, well-known authors in their
original languages, specialized resources in all formats including electronic, larger,
more in-depth collection across most aspects of the discipline, supports upper level
undergraduate study and initial post-graduate study

¢ |Advanced study/instructional support, resources for imparting and maintaining
knowledge about all aspects of the topic, a large collection, many works in other lan-
guages, primary material & extensive secondary material, lesser known as well as
core authors, supports master's level & doctoral course work

4 Research level, older material is retained & systematically preserved, access to ex-
tensive runs of all key journals, reference sources, & monographs, supports doctoral
study & independent scholarly research.

search.

5 Comprehensive/exhaustive level, strive to be exhaustive as far is possible (i.e., spe-
cial collections), extensive manuscript collections, extensive collections in all perti-
nent formats, exhaustive published materials in many languages, for historical re-
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