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One of the pressing concerns for 
academic and research librarians is 

collection development, or choosing and 
purchasing new books for the library. 
Librarians spend countless hours scan-
ning through system-recommended book 
titles, trying to determine which ones the 
students will use and benefit from as aca-
demic resources. Do students look at book 
covers more than at content, for instance? 
Do they choose books based on five-star 
Amazon reviews? Do they prefer books 
with interesting titles or interesting descrip-
tions? Every year we do our best to decide 
what will be most useful for students and 
their research needs.

Unfortunately, the statistics are not in 
our favor. According to a study done in 
our library in 2018,1 of the approximately 
2.5 million books in our collection, only 
52.2% have been used since 1998. This is 
not only the percentage of books that have 
been checked out, but includes how many 
times a student has taken a book off the 
shelf for in-house usage. In other words, 
since 1998, about 48 percent of books have 
never left the shelf.

These numbers don’t mean that our li-
brary isn’t taking steps to increase usage. In 
our university, a large percentage of books 
are filtered and bought through an approv-
al plan, in which books are automatically 
purchased according to preselected criteria. 
Furthermore, patron driven acquisition 
(PDA) allows books to be purchased ac-

cording to patron demand. An often-used 
form of PDA consists of loading unowned 
e-book titles into the library catalog. When 
patrons click on an unowned e-book, they 
have full access to it, and the library is 
charged a fee. Typically, a few uses of a 
book triggers an automatic purchase. There 
are many variations of these models, and 
the good thing about them is that patron 
input makes it less likely that the book 
will sit unused. One study done in our 
library found that “patron-driven acquisi-
tion models, when compared to traditional 
acquisition methods, lead the way in both 
use and cost-effectiveness.”2 

While PDA models are generally benefi-
cial for e-book usage, they do not as clearly 
solve the problem for print books. In the 
end, a large percentage of all books are 
still being purchased based on the decision 
of a single librarian. The study referenced 
above suggests that librarians “do more 
to solicit patron feedback and suggestions 
regarding how collections are built.”3 

Because of such low book-usage, our 
goal was to solicit more patron feedback in 
order to increase the efficacy of our collec-
tions. After the automatic purchase list and 
PDA books are bought, a subject librar-
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ian manually filters through hundreds of 
system-recommended titles and purchases 
the ones that he or she thinks would be 
most useful. These were the purchases we 
were worried about, the ones that weren’t 
getting any patron feedback at all, and the 
ones that we figured were contributing 
the most to such a low book usage rate.

Crowd theory
In order to better refine our purchas-
es, we turned to crowd theory. Crowd 
theory is formally discussed by James 
Surowiecki in his book The Wisdom of 
Crowds, which argues that a crowd of 
cognitively diverse people will consis-
tently make better decisions than one or 
two experts.4 We figured that a crowd 
likewise could be beneficial in making 
book purchasing suggestions, especially 
a crowd of potential book users. 

Surowiecki qualifies, “In many . . . 
cases, there will be a few people who 
do better than the group. . . . But they 
will not be the same [people] each time. 
Over [many] experiments, the group’s 
performance will almost certainly be the 
best possible.”5 Considering that each 
book purchase is a separate decision, 
and a single librarian potentially makes 
hundreds of these decisions each year, 
we figured that crowd feedback could 
be implemented in developing the “best 
possible” library collection.

Receiving patron input
To implement crowd theory, we decid-
ed to try something new. We started by 
creating a PowerPoint that included po-
tential book purchases. Each slide had a 
picture of the cover of a book, the title, 
and a short description. We then invited 
students from each of three departments 
(Family Science, Sociology, and Social 
Work, respectively) to a meeting with 
pizza, where they could “help the library 
and choose books.” 

The departments were divided into 
three rooms with a PowerPoint particular 

to the subject area. The students were 
given about 15 seconds to view each 
slide, as we thought this would parallel a 
student scanning through books on a shelf 
or searching for them online. 

We instructed the students to judge the 
books based on what they thought would 
be most useful for student needs and re-
search in each department. Participants 
then rated the books on a scale of one to 
four based on if they thought we should 
buy the book. 

The subject librarian also viewed the 
PowerPoint presentation and rated the 
books on the same scale. In this way we 
could compare what the students thought 
would be most beneficial with what the 
subject librarian thought would be best. 
Throughout the process we predicted 
that student opinion would differ from 
that of the librarian, and that the input 
of a crowd of patrons would help the 
librarian to choose books that would be 
better utilized.

We continued the process twice more 
throughout the year, each time with new 
books for students to rate. The students 
themselves had no expertise in purchasing 
books for library collections, though many 
had used academic books for research in 
their respective fields. College students 
were gathered from all grade levels, 
including a few from different majors. 
Each was given a separate vote according 
to what books they felt would best sup-
port the curriculum. According to crowd 
theory, multiple viewpoints and cognitive 
abilities are preferable. And conveniently, 
many students seemed excited about the 
prospect of having a say in the library 
collection (if only because of the pizza).

As we prepared to make final pur-
chasing decisions, we averaged together 
student responses. The averages of the 
combined student ratings were then com-
pared to the individual scores given by the 
librarian, allowing us to compare what the 
librarian would have bought versus what 
the students rated as important. 



C&RL News October 2018 504

Results
Although an individual librarian made the 
final purchasing decisions, student opin-
ion was weighted heavily. As Surowiecki 
explains, crowd theory “doesn’t mean 
that well-informed, sophisticated analysts 
are of no use in making good decisions. 
. . . It does mean that however-well-in-
formed and sophisticated an expert is, his 
advice and predictions should be pooled 
with those of others to get the most out of 
him.”6 Basically, subject librarians would 
most likely make good purchasing de-
cisions on their own, but student input 
could help them make even better deci-
sions. We were, in effect, trying to get 
“the most out of” our subject librarian. 

As predicted, student input altered the 
librarian’s final decisions. We ended up 
buying a few books, according to very 
favorable student response, that the librar-
ian had rated as “do not purchase.” We 
also ended up not buying certain books, 
based on negative student response, that 
the librarian had been inclined to buy. 

Along these lines, another finding 
showed that the librarian rated books with 
interesting covers (here defined as having 
pictures of human faces) with a much 
greater preference than the students. This 
is likely because the librarian was trying 
to choose the books that he thought the 
students would be most interested in. We 
expected more students to choose books 
based on covers and were surprised to find 
that most were more interested in content. 
Clearly a librarian’s understanding of stu-
dent preferences isn’t perfect, and student 
input can help a librarian to better under-
stand their needs. What students want and 
what librarians think students want turned 
out to be quite different matters altogether.

Final thoughts
This student input-process was far from 
perfect. It should be noted that a librar-

ian does not base his or her decisions 
solely on student usage, for instance. The 
subject librarian must also consider what 
resources would be beneficial to faculty 
members, a fact which most likely cre-
ates a gap between student and librarian 
preference. And while the student input 
seemed valuable, a future study would be 
necessary to determine if this input actu-
ally managed to increase the number of 
books used by students.

Despite all this, our process pointed 
out some important considerations for 
purchasing books. As predicted, the opin-
ion of the crowd differed from that of the 
subject librarian, and this input hopefully 
allowed him to make better purchasing 
decisions. While we still grant that a single 
librarian choosing books based on his or 
her opinion is a valid method, we recom-
mend that librarians consider implement-
ing crowd theory principles to assist in 
book purchasing decisions. In this manner 
a librarian could potentially purchase the 
books that are most wanted by the readers 
themselves, leading to more books being 
used. While librarians are considered ex-
perts in their field, we believe that letting 
a crowd of potential readers have a say 
will lead to happier patrons and a more 
usable collection.
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