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The Assessment of Patron-Initiated Collection
Development via Interlibrary Loan at a

Comprehensive University

DOUG WAY
Grand Valley State University Libraries, Allendale, Michigan, USA

Patron-initiated collecting via interlibrary has been examined reg-
ularly in the literature over the past decade, with articles examining
the topic at public libraries, liberal arts colleges, and large doctoral
institutions. This paper examines a patron-initiated collection de-
velopment program at Grand Valley State University, a comprehen-
sive university with an enrollment of 24,000 students. It compares
Grand Valley State University’s experiences with those at other types
of institutions. The paper also discusses the different models used to
assess the success of these programs within the literature and how
Grand Valley State University used WorldCat Collection Analysis,
circulation statistics, and peer comparisons to assess its program.

KEYWORDS interlibrary loan, collection development, patron-
initiated acquisitions

INTRODUCTION

Libraries today are implementing a number of forms of patron-initiated col-
lection development. While the motivation and benefits to libraries vary,
many see patron-initiated collection development as a way to take advantage
of technology to move from just-in-case collecting to just-in-time collection
development. In just-in-case collecting, libraries acquire materials anticipat-
ing that users may some day need an item, while in just-in-time collecting
materials are not actually purchased until requested by a user. This kind
of collecting in libraries is emerging through print-on-demand technology,
through purchase-on-demand e-books, and through the use of patrons’ in-
terlibrary loan (ILL) requests.
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300 D. Way

Patron-initiated collection development through ILL has been discussed
regularly in the literature over the past decade. While there are examples
from public libraries, liberal arts colleges, and research universities, there
have been no articles about comprehensive universities using this form of
collection development. Comprehensive universities tend to have an exten-
sive number of graduate programs, but there is still an emphasis on teaching
over research, and the highest degree granted is generally the master’s de-
gree. As a result, library collections at comprehensive universities often differ
greatly from those at liberal arts or research institutions.

This article will examine the use of patron-initiated collection develop-
ment via ILL at Grand Valley State University (GVSU), a comprehensive uni-
versity in Allendale, Michigan. It will discuss GVSU’s motivation for initiating
the program, the process followed by the staff of the library in implementing
the program, how the library is assessing it, and how these assessments’
findings compare with the findings at other libraries.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Perdue and Van Fleet (1999) of Bucknell University were the first to discuss
patron-initiated collection development via ILL. A liberal arts college, Buck-
nell began the program in 1990 to reduce the number of ILL transactions
and build “equity in the library collection” (Perdue & Van Fleet, 1999). Any
books requested through ILL were rush-ordered by the library. Perdue and
Van Fleet used subsequent circulations to evaluate the program. They found
that the books purchased circulated at a higher rate than titles acquired by
the library and deemed the program a success (Perdue & Van Fleet, 1999).

Subsequent articles examined similar programs at both public libraries
and research institutions. Programs at public libraries were developed with
a variety of goals, including obtaining titles more quickly than was possible
through ILL, decreasing the number of ILLs, improving ILL fill rates, and
increasing patron satisfaction (Allen, Ward, Wray, & Debus-López, 2003;
Campbell, 2006; Hulsey, 2003). The libraries used a variety of criteria in
deciding what books would be acquired. One library purchased all requested
in-print and out-of-print titles (Hulsey, 2003). At other libraries a variety
of criteria were used, including price, subject matter, age, availability, and
previous requests (Allen et al., 2003; Campbell, 2006). Assessment was not
discussed extensively in these articles, but where it was, cost savings over
ILL, turnaround time and subsequent circulations were viewed as important
measures (Allen, 2003; Hulsey, 2003).

As at public libraries, the programs at research universities used a va-
riety of criteria to determine what books should be purchased. They also
use a variety of criteria to examine the successfulness of their programs.
Like the program at Bucknell and some of the public libraries, subsequent
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Collection Development via Interlibrary Loan 301

use following the initial use was seen as an important indicator of success.
Many institutions were also very concerned with examining whether the
titles purchased were appropriate for their libraries’ collections.

Some programs at research institutions were very limited in scope. The
University of Minnesota Law Library implemented a program that used an
extensive list of criteria to determine whether to acquire a requested book.
The criteria included cost, turnaround time, appropriateness to the collection,
previous requests, availability via ILL, publication date, and material type
(Zopfi-Jordan, 2008).

The University of Arkansas Libraries instituted a program where they
purchased individual papers published in a specific series that was regularly
borrowed through ILL, but the entire series was too expensive for the uni-
versity to acquire as a whole (Gibson & Kirkwood, 2009). To evaluate the
program, the authors extrapolated potential cost savings and examined sub-
sequent circulations of the purchased titles. Using these criteria, the authors
determined that the program was a success and were considering expanding
it to include other series.

While the programs at the University of Minnesota Law Library and
the University of Arkansas were more limited in scope than those at other
libraries in the literature, most libraries placed limits on what materials to
purchase. Purdue University implemented a program that required books be
English language, scholarly, nonfiction, published within the previous five
years, available to be shipped within one week, and costing no more than
$150.00 (Allen et al., 2003; Anderson et al., 2002; Ward, 2002; Ward, Wray, &
Debus-Lopez, 2003). Most other research libraries had similar requirements
but also placed additional limits on what they would acquire. The University
of Hong Kong Libraries limited their purchases to those titles that they would
have to borrow from an overseas library (Chan, 2004). The University of
Florida limited its purchases to requests from faculty, graduate students,
and distance students (Foss, 2007), while Brigham Young University limited
its purchasing to only those titles requested by faculty (Alder, 2007). The
University of Wisconsin–Madison purchased books requested by any user
but primarily limited its program to those titles that were not easily filled
using ILL (Allen et al., 2003; Ward et al., 2003). Pennsylvania State University
Libraries closely followed the University of Wisconsin–Madison’s model but
limited their purchases to those titles they would have received through their
approval plan (Coopey & Snowman, 2006).

Just as the research libraries used a variety of criteria to determine what
books they would acquire, they also used a variety of criteria to evaluate
the success of their programs. These included objective measures such as
turnaround time and the cost effectiveness of purchasing the titles compared
with borrowing the books, as well as more subjective measures including
surveys of users, library staff, and library administrators (Allen et al., 2003;
Chan, 2004; Coopey & Snowman, 2006; Foss, 2007).
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302 D. Way

As at Bucknell, one objective measure used by many of the libraries
to evaluate the success of their programs was subsequent circulations. More
than half the books acquired by Hong Kong University circulated more than
once (Chan, 2004). The University of Arkansas found that the items pur-
chased in their program were as likely to circulate as other items tradition-
ally acquired materials (Gibson & Kirkwood, 2009), while the University of
Wisconsin–Madison and Purdue University both found that books acquired
through their programs circulated at a significantly higher rate than tradi-
tionally acquired books (Ward, 2002; Ward et al., 2003). While the rate of
subsequent circulations varied, all of these libraries felt that the results from
using this measure showed that their programs were successful.

A common subjective evaluation method discussed in the literature was
to have subject librarians or bibliographers evaluate the appropriateness of
the books acquired, often using their collection development policies as a ba-
sis for that evaluation. Purdue University and Hong Kong University both had
librarians review the titles purchased in their programs to determine if they
fit with the libraries’ collections, while the University of Wisconsin–Madison
indicated that they would be conducting this kind of evaluation in the future
(Allen et al., 2003; Anderson et al., 2002; Chan, 2004). Purdue University
found that the vast majority of books purchased were of the same quality
as those titles bibliographers had firm ordered (Anderson et al., 2002). Hong
Kong University found that 95% of books acquired were within the scope of
the library’s collection development policy (Chan, 2004). The libraries that
employed this method of evaluation felt these findings reflected positively
on the ILL purchase program. The difficulty with this method of evaluation
is that it is not generalizable to other institutions, and the appropriateness of
a book may vary from librarian to librarian even at the same institution.

BACKGROUND

GVSU is a comprehensive university with approximately 24,000 students
and more than 200 undergraduate areas of study and 27 graduate programs
almost entirely at the master’s level. With a wide variety of programs, an em-
phasis on faculty teaching over research, and with graduate studies generally
focused on professional programs in areas such as health care, education,
and business, libraries at comprehensive universities like GVSU generally
focus on having current collections that emphasize breadth of coverage over
depth. Liaison librarians normally serve more than one major or program
and are often generalists who may have limited expertise in many of the
areas they serve.

The librarians at GVSU follow standard academic library practices in
identifying and purchasing monographs to support student learning and
faculty research. These include the use of slip and approval plans, review
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Collection Development via Interlibrary Loan 303

publications, standard lists, and faculty recommendations. Still, in the past
six years only 31% of the library’s book collection has circulated. At the same
time there has been a dramatic increase in the use of ILL. Overall, ILL has
increased by 330% over the past five years, with a 291% increase in book
borrowing during that same period.

Seeing the use of ILL as an indicator of unmet demand, the library
began to look toward patron-initiated collecting as a way to identify works
that would enhance the library’s collections. The library used the ILL analysis
in WorldCat Collection Analysis (WCA) to generate a list of titles that had
been borrowed over the past year. WCA is a utility developed by OCLC that
allows libraries to compare their holdings to the WorldCat catalog, other
libraries and standard bibliographic lists. It also allows for an analysis of
ILL data pulled from ILLiad and of circulation data that libraries are able
to upload from their integrated library systems. A cursory review of the list
pulled from WCA seemed to indicate a large number of the titles would
likely be appropriate for the collection. As a result, the library decided to
pursue the development of a patron-initiated purchase program via ILL to
enhance the library’s collection.

After reviewing the literature to examine the practices at other institu-
tions, GVSU developed a variety of scenarios and ran a number of queries in
WCA’s ILL analysis to gather data for developing an initial budget. The library
settled on a $5,000.00 budget and limited purchases to in-print monographs
published in the past 3 years costing $75.00 or less. The $75.00 price limit
was put into place primarily to prevent the purchasing of textbooks. The
process set up at GVSU had no librarian review, and there was anecdotal
evidence from the ILL staff that students regularly tried to request textbooks,
an item-type that was generally not collected by the library.

The program was tested for one semester to iron out any issues, and
it was fully implemented at the start of the next academic year. Almost im-
mediately, the ILL department requested the program be changed to include
media that met all other criteria into the program. Acquiring media, espe-
cially videos, via ILL was a challenge for the department, so this change
was implemented. A second issue that arose was that the number of titles
purchased through the program was initially lower than anticipated. After
discussing this issue with the ILL department, it was discovered that book
requests were being submitted to other libraries automatically and that a
setting in ILLiad had to be changed in order for the ILL staff to view the
book requests.

RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

GVSU looked at a variety of measures to analyze the first year of its ILL pur-
chase program, including subsequent circulations and the holdings of peer
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304 D. Way

TABLE 1 Summary of Titles Purchased by Status of
Requestor

Number of Percent of
Status titles purchased total

Faculty 59 51.75%
Staff 2 1.75%
Graduate 11 9.65%
Undergraduate 41 35.96%
Unknown 1 0.88%

institutions. The library used data pulled from the library’s integrated library
system, ILLiad, and WorldCat Collection Analysis to aid in its examination
of the program. It also examined the titles selected by various constituen-
cies, including faculty, staff, undergraduate students, and graduate students.
The majority of the users requesting titles that were purchased were faculty
members, with the next largest group being undergraduate students. Grad-
uate students made up a much smaller percentage of the requests. Table 1
shows the distribution of titles acquired based on requests, broken down by
the status of the person making the request.

Circulation Analysis

In the first full year of the program, 114 items were purchased. Of those
items, 6 were video recordings and 108 were books. There were 41 items that
circulated more than once. The items acquired circulated an average of 1.5
times each, with the highest circulating item being checked out 9 times over
the course of the year and with 12 requested items never circulating. Table 2
illustrates the circulation data by the status of the requestor, including the
total number of circulations for all titles, data on the number and percentage
of titles that circulated more than once, and the percentage of requests that
never circulated.

TABLE 2 Circulation Data by Status of Requestor

# with % with % of requests
Total subsequent subsequent with zero

Status circulations circulations circulations circulations

Faculty 78 20 34% 5%
Staff 10 1 50% 0%
Graduate 23 6 45% 27%
Undergraduate 57 14 34% 15%
Unknown 1 0 0% 0%
Total 169 41 36% 11%
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Collection Development via Interlibrary Loan 305

Peer Comparisons

It was felt that it was important to determine whether the books acquired
were typically acquired for a comprehensive university’s library collection.
At a number of institutions, subject liaisons or bibliographers reviewed pur-
chases to determine their appropriateness. The subjective nature of this pro-
cess did not seem appropriate for a comprehensive university where breadth
in library collections generally takes precedence over depth of coverage. Ev-
ery year there are thousands of published titles that may be appropriate for
the library’s collection, but they are not acquired because of a variety of
factors including limited budgets and existing coverage in a subject area.
Moreover, the subjective nature of this kind of analysis would make it diffi-
cult to benchmark and to make comparisons over time. With this in mind,
the library decided to use peer holdings of the same work as a benchmark.

Because budgets can vary widely, the library used data from the Na-
tional Center for Education Statistics’ (NCES) Library Statistics Program to
identify those peer institutions with similar book budgets. Using the “Expen-
ditures: Books, Serial Backfiles, Other Materials” category in the NCES Library
Comparison Report, five universities were identified from an initial pool of 10
peers (National Center for Education Statistics, 2006). These universities were
the University of Nebraska at Omaha, Portland State University, Appalachian
State University, James Madison University, and Boise State University.

Using the WorldCat catalog, each library’s holdings were checked to
determine if the books purchased through the ILL program were owned
by that library. This survey found that 59% of the purchased titles were
owned by at least one of the peer institutions and that 36% of the titles were
owned by more than one peer institution. To examine how these percentages
compared to library holdings as a whole, a comparison group was created in
WCA using the same libraries. The analysis was limited to items with a book
format and an adult audience level that had been published since 2006. This
covered those titles eligible for the ILL purchase program. A review of the
data showed that 60% of the items examined that were owned by GVSU
were also owned by at least one of the peer institutions, while 22% of the
titles were owned by more than one peer institution. When the format limiter
was expanded to include visual materials, the analysis found that 59% of the
items were owned by at least one peer institution, and 22% of the titles were
owned by more than one.

An analysis was also done to determine whether any group of requestors
did a better job selecting titles that would be held at peer institutions. Table 3
shows the two groups that made the most requests, faculty and undergrad-
uates, and the number of titles each selected that were held by peer institu-
tions.

Another analysis was done to examine the circulation of titles owned
by peer institutions. Table 4 shows that items owned by at least one peer
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306 D. Way

TABLE 3 Peer Comparisons by Status of Requestor

Faculty Undergraduate

# of requests held by more than one peer 20 13
% of requests held by more than one peer 34% 32%
# of requests held by no peers 25 19
% of requests held by no peers 42% 46%

institution circulated more often than those not owned by a peer. Items
owned by multiple peers circulated at an even higher rate. It also shows
that items owned by multiple peers were more likely to have subsequent
circulations than items owned by one or no peers.

DISCUSSION

The overall results of the analysis of the ILL purchase program seem to in-
dicate that it is an effective way to supplement subject liaisons’ traditional
collection development activities. The titles acquired were generally appro-
priate for the library’s collection and are in demand by library users.

Circulation

As with the studies at other colleges and universities, GVSU found that the
books acquired through the ILL purchase program circulated at a higher
rate than books traditionally acquired. The percentage of titles that had
subsequent circulations was lower than that at some institutions. Still, the
fact that 36% of the books had at least one subsequent circulation in the first
year they were purchased bodes well for the future use of those titles. This
is especially true when one considers that only 19% of books traditionally
acquired during that same period of time circulated at all. The circulation
of these items will still need to be examined over time to determine if
they continue to circulate and if the percentage of purchased items with
subsequent circulations increases.

TABLE 4 Circulation Data by Peer Holdings

Total Avg. Titles w/subsequent % holdings group w/
circulations circs./item circulations subsequent circs.

No peer holdings 62 1.31 14 30%
Held by at least

one peer
107 1.60 28 42%

Held by more
than 1 peer

76 1.85 20 49%
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Collection Development via Interlibrary Loan 307

The fact that 12 titles never circulated was not surprising. The library had
anecdotal evidence that a certain percentage of items and articles requested
through ILL were never picked up or used. The distribution of requestors
who never picked up items included faculty, graduate students, and under-
graduate students. This same issue was reported at Bucknell, although in
their study, which examined a longer period of time, a smaller percentage
of books never circulated (Perdue & Van Fleet, 1999). Further examination
of this issue over time will hopefully provide both some evidence as to
whether these requested books will subsequently circulate and also perhaps
some insight into the scope of the problem related to ILL items that are never
used.

Peer Comparison

The circulation data for titles held by peer institutions would seem to support
the notion that using peer holdings is a way to identify titles that may be
needed by library users. In this study, titles owned by one peer circulated at
a higher rate than titles owned by no peers. Moreover, titles owned by two or
more peers circulated at a higher rate than titles owned by only one peer. Fur-
ther study with a larger sample is necessary before discussing the reliability
or generalizability of this kind of measure, but the initial findings support the
idea of this being a more objective measure of the appropriateness of a title.

The analysis of peer holdings showed that the percentage of patron-
initiated purchases held by peer institutions was equivalent to the percentage
of traditionally acquired purchases. This would suggest patrons were gen-
erally able to identify works that were appropriate for a comprehensive
university.

The results of this study also showed that the books requested by un-
dergraduates were almost as likely to be held by peer institutions as those
requested by faculty members. This is important because, unlike the Univer-
sity of Florida and Purdue University where the vast majority of requestors
were faculty and graduate students (Foss, 2007; Ward, 2002), or at Brigham
Young University where faculty were the only users for whom books were
purchased (Alder, 2007), undergraduate students are the largest users of ILL
at GVSU.

CONCLUSION

The results of the ILL purchase program at GVSU indicate that this program
is an effective way to enhance the library’s collections. The library plans on
continuing the program in the future and will look at expanding the program
by either increasing the price limit on titles or expanding the date range
of titles eligible to be purchased. While this program by itself will never
completely replace traditional collection development, as technologies
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308 D. Way

evolve, libraries will be able to place more and more of the work of collec-
tion development into the hands of their patrons. Whether through the use
of e-books, print-on-demand technology, or through purchase-on-demand
programs such as the one discussed in this article, these initiatives move li-
braries from just-in-case purchasing to a new model that make more efficient
use of libraries’ budgets and librarians’ and library staffs’ time and effort.
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