
Collections Assessment in Academic Libraries:  
Updating the 80/20 Rule 

 
 
For libraries, ongoing collection assessment is the necessary means to determine “how well the 
collection supports the goals, needs, and mission of the library or parent organization.”1 
 
In the last few decades, collection assessment techniques have benefitted and become more 
necessary because of digital formats and technology. While data collection about library collections is 
enabled, the major challenge of interpretation and evaluation of this data remains. 
 
In 1969, Trueswell reported that approximately 20% of books in a library collection generated 80% of 
use.2 Analyzing usage of print monographs, he suggested that the Pareto Principle could be applied 
to decision-making about what books to keep on the shelf. Although later studies verified some truth 
in this broad-brush approach, the complexities of users’ requirements and behaviors, and the variety 
and diversity of formats that now populate academic libraries, force librarians to much finer analysis of 
what their users may need and their institutions can support.  
 
In 2016, the Association of Research Libraries (ARL) conducted a collection assessment survey3. 
Responses noted common challenges of issues with data acquisition, integration, consistency, 
volume, and quality. Data collected still required expert staff to interpret the results, especially as 
judgements about collection changes usually had to be made across disciplines, with differing 
patterns of information use.  
 
Because academic libraries tend to be leanly-staffed, staffing time for collection analysis can be 
challenging. As a result, collection assessment tends to be done episodically, in response to budget 
or space crises. Purposes reported in the ARL survey included collections decisions about 
cancellations, weeding, remote storage, and digitization opportunities. Other purposes included for 
academic reviews, evaluating or developing shared collections, and justifying fund allocations. 
 
The information in Table 1 summarizes the wide variety of measures reported in the 2016 survey of 
collection assessment in ARL Libraries, along with University of Ottawa specific information. Please 
note: more detailed information on the CRKN Journal Value Analytics, CRKN Journal Usage Project, 
and the University of Ottawa Library Survey from 2016 referenced in the table is available at the end 
of the document. 
 

Table 1  
2016 ARL Survey University of Ottawa Context 

Quantitative  Quantitative 

Use/User-based 
● Circulation 
● In-house usage 

• Circulation stats available, but not overly 
reliable due to system limitations; also limited 

 
1 Johnson, Peggy. Fundamentals of Collection Management. 
2 Trueswell, R. L. (1969). Some behavioral patterns of library users: The 80/20 rule. Wilson Library 
Bulletin, 43(5), 458-461. 
3 Harker, Karen R., and Janette Klein. Collection Assessment. SPEC Kit 352. Washington, DC: 
Association of Research Libraries, September 2016, p.7. 



● ILL/document-delivery 
● E-resource usage 
● Cost-per-use 

to print resources, for which usage is 
decreasing 

• ILL/document delivery statistics are kept and 
can be used to identify gaps in the collection 

• COUNTER statistics (standardized format of 
electronic usage reporting) are regularly 
collected and used as part of our resource 
assessment; it is important to note these 
statistics can be influenced by outside factors 
such as changes to publisher platforms 

• Usage statistics are part of the CRKN Journal 
Value Analytics reports (for CRKN licensed 
content only) 

• Cost-per-use is regularly calculated when 
evaluating a resource, but is only one piece of 
the picture, as a “reasonable” cost-per-use 
can be quite resource or discipline specific  

• Cost-per use is also captured as part the 
CRKN Journal Value Analytics reports (for 
CRKN licensed content only) 

 
Collection-based 

● Number of titles & volumes 
● Growth in size 
● Expenditures and trends 
● Citation analyses 
● Ratios (e.g. size to expenditures, 

print to electronic) 

• Information is available on number of titles and 
volumes, although system limitations can 
make this information difficult to analyze  

• Changes in collection size, expenditure, and 
other trends are monitored 

• Citation analysis part of the CRKN Journal 
Usage Project 

 

Qualitative Qualitative 

User-based 
● Observation studies of user 

behaviours 
● Surveys of opinions 
● Usability testing 
● Focus groups 

• 2016 University of Ottawa Survey 
• Faculty survey included in CRKN Journal 

Usage Project  

Collection-based 
● Citation analysis 
● List checking 
● Collection mapping (e.g. 

Conspectus) 
● Brief tests of collection strength 
● Peer comparisons 

• Citation analysis included in CRKN Journal 
Usage Project 

• Peer comparisons included in CRKN Journal 
Value Analytics  

• Comparisons to CARL institutions 
• Comparisons to ARL institutions  

 

 



2016 University of Ottawa Survey 

 
In 2016, University of Ottawa Library conducted a survey of all full-time professors, part-time 
professors, clinicians, research associates and post-doctorates, as well as all graduate students. The 
overall response rate was 33.4%. There were 3,002 persons who responded to at least one question 
from the total of possible 8,986.  
 
 
Key Findings from Survey 
 

Journals: 
● 90% of participants rely to a very high or a high degree on the Library for access to journal 

articles. 
● limited concern with specific titles, respondents expressed interest in access to all titles from a 

given publisher/platform or all titles on a given topic/field 
● Interdisciplinary researchers require a variety of journals from each discipline and thus use a 

high number of journals on a regular basis. 
● 6,148 journals were identified by respondents, of those 2,754 titles were mentioned only once.  

 
Databases: 

● 72% of participants rely in a very high or a high degree on the Library for access to databases. 
● Respondents noted that databases are important as access to full-text articles 
● Many respondents indicated that all databases in a specific field or related to their current 

research are important 
● The limited number of French language databases was noted. (Nb - This is due to state of the 

scholarly information market where a very limited number of French databases are available.) 
● 462 titles were identified by respondents, of those 173 titles were mentioned only once. As the 

definition of a database is very broad, there were mentions of 66 free Internet resources of 
which Google (including Google Scholar) was mentioned 106 times; the library discovery layer 
(Search+) was mentioned 51 times.  
 
Conclusion: The major finding of our survey was that faculty and graduate students perceive 
the library collection as vital for their research, teaching, and learning. They expressed their 
dismay at the fact that collection resources had been cut or would be cut in the immediate 
future. There is a clear sense that everyone has strong opinions on the library collection, and 
that these resources have a critical impact on the success of both professors and students.  

 
 

CRKN Journal Value Analytics 

 
The CRKN Journal Value Analytics (JVA) initiative, started in 2014 and provided on a yearly basis, 
provides members with data, including usage, about each title in a package to help evaluate the value 
of products that are up for renewal. In 2017, the JVA provided information on Elsevier, Sage, 
Springer, and Wiley, which are some of the largest and most expensive Big Deal agreements. The 
average cost per use for these packages combined, was roughly $2.16 per use for University of 
Ottawa, compared to $1.97 per use for other similar sized institutions.  
 
 



CRKN Journal Usage Project 

 
The CRKN Journal Usage Project (2016 – 2018) extended the research initially conducted by Dr. 
Vincent Larivière at the Université de Montréal and three other Quebec universities that examined the 
impact on libraries of the consolidation of journal publishing and the development of what is known in 
the industry as the “big deal”4. The extension of the research on a national scale (28 universities) 
offered individual institutions insight into usage, citations, and faculty perceptions of journal value, 
which were then used to identify particular journals that may be “priority titles”. It also afforded the 
opportunity for analysis of the data across CRKN member universities. The use of these evaluations 
resulted in cancellations and reductions of big deals at several Canadian universities, including the 
Université de Montreal, Memorial University, and Université Laval. 
 
Through this project, 32,811 titles were identified as “priority titles” for University of Ottawa, with 
priority meaning these titles met the threshold either of usage, citations, or mentions on the faculty 
survey. This represents roughly half of the total number of journals to which University of Ottawa 
provides access. It is important to note that the Journal Usage Project does not include pricing 
information – in many instances, the cost of individual priority journals alone may be equal to, or 
exceed, the price paid for the “big deal”. 
 
At the national level, the results of this study provided a comparison between publishers, and found 
that for the following large publishers, the percentages of priority titles in their Big Deal packages are 
as follows: Springer - 15%; T&F - 19%, Elsevier - 32%; Wiley - 39%, Sage- 43%. In this area, 
University of Ottawa’s own statistics are similar to the national results, but it is interesting to contrast 
this with University of Ottawa’s cost information, where Sage is actually the least expensive package, 
and Elsevier costs approximately three times as much as Springer. 
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4 L'identification des périodiques essentiels.https://bib.umontreal.ca/communications/grands-

dossiers/collections-nouvelle-ere/periodiques-essentiels. Retrieved March 16, 2019.   
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