
B y K E Y E S D . M E T C A L F 

Why We Need to be Investigated* 
Mr. Metcalf is director, Harvard Uni-

versity Library. 

LIFE IS FULL OF problems—and would be a 

' pretty dull a f fa i r if it were not. If 

libraries and l ibrary w o r k were not fu l l 

of problems, the lives of most of us here 

would be less interesting than they are. 

T h e problems of research l ibraries—and 

particularly the financial implications that 

are to be found in most of these problems— 

are so interesting that the Association of 

American Universities hopes to study them 

during the coming months through a spe-

cial commission which it w i l l sponsor. 

T h e large research libraries, in other 

words, are going to be investigated by the 

university presidents, and this should help 

to make l i fe interesting for research li-

brarians. T h e idea that there ought to be 

such an investigation originated with li-

brarians. It was their own idea, so it would 

seem that the librarians are not too worr ied 

over w h a t wi l l be found out about them; 

but you can never be quite sure, when an 

investigation starts, just how it wi l l end. 

T h e r e would be no point to one anyway if 

the answers were known to start with . 

A s a matter of fact , w e are not even sure 

that w e know the right questions, let alone 

the answers. In order to give the investi-

gators some help in deciding just what they 

ought to investigate, the Association of Re-

search Librar ies is sponsoring a conference 

that wi l l meet October 2 9 - 3 1 at Al ler ton 

House (which belongs to the Univers i ty of 

I l l inois) near Monticel lo , Ill inois. T h o s e 

* Paper presented at the general session of ACRL, 
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who meet there wi l l be the librarians of 

libraries belonging to the A R L , presidents 

of universities belonging to the A A U , and 

professors (not more than one per univer-

sity) f rom the same institutions. 

T h e r e are only forty-f ive libraries that 

belong to the A R L . T h e librarians here 

who come f rom smaller institutions may 

wonder if they have any real stake in the 

conference and study that I have mentioned. 

T h e i r problems may seem different. T h e i r 

libraries are not going to be investigated, 

at least not directly. B u t I should not be 

giving this talk to this group if I were not 

convinced that w e are all in the same boat. 

T h e r e are two chief reasons: the first is that 

all of our libraries are growing, and growth 

seems to be the underlying cause of nearly 

all the financial problems that need to be 

studied; the second reason is that all of our 

libraries serve scholars, and that each must 

turn to others for help in supplying some of 

the materials that scholars need. If the 

largest research libraries can be strength-

ened, it wi l l help scholars everywhere ; if 

they g r o w weaker, it wi l l hurt. If new 

developments in cooperation result f rom 

study of research l ibrary problems, all of us 

w i l l be affected. 

G r o w t h is certainly not bad in itself. 

B u t college and university libraries are parts 

of the institutions to which they belong, and 

it is obvious that complications w i l l arise if 

they g r o w — a t least if the cost of maintain-

ing them g r o w s — m o r e rapidly than the col-

leges and universities themselves. W e 

know, as Fremont Rider , D e a n Ridenour of 

the Univers i ty of Illinois, and others have 

told us during recent years, that research 
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libraries have doubled in size every sixteen 

to twenty years ; and it is obvious that this 

exponential or geometric rate of increase in 

holdings cannot continue indefinitely. I t is 

in fact s lowing down, at least in our largest 

libraries. 

B u t the ratio of l ibrary expenditures to 

total expenditures of the college or univer-

sity is the heart of the matter, and there are 

many reasons, it seems to me, w h y libraries 

must tend to take more and more of the 

total if they go on as in the past. L ibrar ies 

g r o w cumulat ive ly ; they acquire but do not 

discard. A university admits students and 

graduates them, unless they drop by the 

ways ide ; it can stabilize its enrolment. 

Professors come and professors g o ; the 

facul ty grows relatively s lowly in size if 

the student body does not increase. B u t the 

l ibrary continues to g r o w whether or not the 

student body and facul ty g r o w ; an old book 

is not discarded because a new one has been 

bought. M o r e and more space is needed. 

Each volume that is added costs something 

for storage and service every year as long as 

it remains in the collection. 

Libraries , moreover, are not like factories. 

M a s s production is a means of cutting unit 

costs in industry ; large plants are built be-

cause they can be more efficient than small 

ones. In a l ibrary, on the contrary, unit 

costs have tended to increase as the collec-

tion grows, and so f a r w e have been unable 

to change this tendency. I t is more expen-

sive to add a book when you have a million 

volumes than when you have a hundred 

thousand. Y o u have to describe it in greater 

detail to distinguish it f rom others. Y o u 

have to use a more complicated subject head-

ing for it. Y o u have to file the cards in a 

catalog that is ten times as large. T h e 

stacks are larger, so you have to go fur ther 

to get the book and to put it back when it 

is returned. T h e charge file is more diffi-

cult to handle. 

If a l ibrary is improved—and growth is 

improvement—it is also used more heavily. 

M o r e books are borrowed. If it develops 

outstanding collections, more and more 

visitors come f rom other campuses to use it, 

and more and more requests for interl ibrary 

loans are received. 

One other major reason for rising l ibrary 

costs ought to be mentioned. In many insti-

tutions salaries for l ibrarians have been in-

creasing more rapidly than salaries for pro-

fessors, but they are still lower than they 

ought to be, and fur ther increases must and 

should be expected. T h i s problem is not 

one of those entailed by growth, but it is 

one that must be faced by all our libraries, 

large and small. 

I t ought to be added that in many insti-

tutions unusual circumstances during recent 

years have prevented l ibrary expenditures 

f r o m rising more rapidly than the total 

college or university budget. T h e number 

of students increased rapidly a f ter the w a r , 

and a doubled undergraduate enrolment, 

while it involves l ibrary expenditures for 

public services and for duplication of books 

assigned for reading, does not affect the li-

brary as much as some other parts of the 

institution. L ikewise , great university 

building programs during the postwar years 

have tended to conceal the growing space 

needs of libraries. T h e point is that other 

parts of the university can halt or greatly 

retard their rate of g rowth as a " b o o m " 

period of this sort comes to an end, but the 

l ibrary w i l l continue its growth unless it 

reduces its services drastically. G r e a t l y ex-

tended interl ibrary cooperation, some of us 

hope, may offer an alternative. 

I have said that I think w e are all in the 

same boat, and that one reason for this is 

that all our libraries are growing, b u t — 

though I am w e l l aware that this is danger-

ous g r o u n d — I want to add that I think 

the growth problem ought to be less serious 
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for the college than for the university li-
brary. I do not want to propose any abso-
lute limit for the size of libraries in liberal 
arts or teachers' colleges. Perhaps such a 
l ibrary ought to discard an out-of-date 
monograph every time, or nearly every time, 
it adds a new one, but even so, serial col-
lections would continue to grow. A collec-
tion for undergraduates such as the L a m o n t 
L ibrary at H a r v a r d can be stabilized in 
size, but even this is not easy, though 
L a m o n t is less than a minute away f rom 
the main collection of the university. T h e 
difficulties are much greater when members 
of a college faculty must depend on the li-
brary, for they wi l l never be satisfied, how-
ever large it is. 

T h e college ought to support a l ibrary 
that wi l l take care of the normal needs of 
its student, but I believe that college pro-
fessors wi l l have to rely more and more 
during the years ahead on larger libraries in 
the area for research materials. Each of our 
small liberal arts colleges cannot hope to 
build up a great collection of books, and it 
would be very waste fu l if each tried to do so. 
Cooperation, as I have said already, is not 
something that affects only members of the 
A R L . 

Sooner or later, indeed, cooperation may 
entail developments that wi l l not be wel-
comed by the smaller libraries. If we come 
to realize more and more clearly that the 
nation's l ibrary resources are a reservoir that 
serves the whole nation, and if the largest 
libraries deliberately buy books that are 
needed by that national reservoir rather than 
by the particular institution that buys them, 
it seems likely that the question of fees w i l l 
arise. I should describe this as inevitable if 
it were not possible that government or in-
dustry wi l l assume some of the burden of 
providing this type of national l ibrary 
service. 

I have spoken of fees before, and it is not 

a popular thing to do. I have done so be-
cause I prefer , whenever I can, to face un-
pleasant possibilities while there is still time 
to discuss them fu l l y and reach unhurried 
decisions. W e may not be able to avoid fees 
for interlibrary services, but, by considering 
them now, w e may at least work out a more 
sensible plan than if we wait until financial 
pressure forces libraries to act hastily and 
independently. 

T h i s theory that it is better to face prob-
lems whi le they are still problems, rather 
than to wait until they become crises, is back 
of the Monticel lo Conference and of the 
proposal that it be fol lowed by an investiga-
tion. If growth is going to bring pressure 
on our budgets, it may be highly desirable 
to start examining l ibrary expenditures now, 
and to get professors and university presi-
dents to examine them with us. If the 
scholars and administrators produce any new 
and practicable ideas on how to save money, 
that wi l l be f ine; if they do not, at least 
they wi l l have been educated a good deal in 
the process. 

T h e Monticel lo Conference, therefore, 
wi l l start by considering where we spend 
most of our money and why . Space for 
books, for readers, and for staff is a major 
item, and too many of our present l ibrary 
buildings are so poorly designed that they 
are more expensive to maintain than they 
ought to be. Continuing growth means 
that we all face the necessity sooner or later 
for planning new buildings or additions; 
wise planning wi l l save money in construc-
tion, and wi l l save even more on upkeep 
costs throughout the l ife of the structure. 

O u r acquisition programs obviously call 
for study by our faculties, and can hardly be 
effective unless they are understood by the 
professors to whom w e must turn for help 
in book selection. L ibrar ians are wel l aware 
that the purchase price of a volume is only 
a fraction of its total cost to the l ibrary, 
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which includes acquisition, cataloging, and 

storage space; the non-librarians who 

recommend books for purchase ought to 

know this, too. B inding policies, inci-

dentally, may also call for reconsideration, 

for it is extravagant at present prices to in-

vest in first class binding for a book that 

may be used only once or twice in a decade. 

Cata loging costs are likely to shock the 

layman, and they certainly do not make the 

l ibrary administrator happy. F e w of us are 

satisfied with w h a t w e have accomplished 

either in simplification or in cooperative 

cataloging, and f e w of us feel sure that our 

catalogs might not be better designed to 

serve those who use them. It would be both 

cruel and impracticable to staff our catalog 

departments with people who dislike cata-

loging, but w e suspect that those w h o choose 

to become catalogers frequently have a 

tendency toward perfectionism that is not 

helpful in keeping costs down. 

In public services, as in cataloging, the 

professors w h o use our libraries and the 

presidents who pass on budgets ought to con-

sider whether, in v iew of the costs involved, 

w e are doing more or less than w e ought. 

If further research assistance is to be given 

to professors, it w i l l be expensive; if w e 

need only give students and faculty a mini-

mum of advice on how to help themselves, 

some of us can save money. 

A t every point in any consideration of li-

brary expenditures, this question of service 

standards arises. If w e were to close our 

stacks and shelve books by size we could 

save a great deal of space. If w e can discard 

books or store them cheaply, w e may save 

more than might be expected. F o r example, 

if a large l ibrary, by discarding or storage, 

can postpone the construction of a new 

$ 1 0 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 building for five years, it can 

save the interest on this sum, amounting to 

$ 2 , 5 0 0 , 0 0 0 , which would go a long w a y to 

improve the l ibrary in other respects. 

T h o s e w h o advocate storage or discard-

ing ought not, of course, to underestimate 

the cost of w i t h d r a w i n g books f rom the 

collection or the difficulties of selecting ma-

terial that is to be discarded or stored. I t 

is more expensive to change the records for 

the average monograph than to store it for 

several years. I t is not easy to get members 

of the facul ty to agree on volumes that need 

not be kept at all or on those that may be 

stored at a distance f rom the main collection. 

Storage can be provided individually, but 

greater savings are promised by cooperative 

projects, such as the Hampshire and M i d -

west Inter -L ibrary Centers, that eliminate 

duplicates. T h i s brings us back to coopera-

tion and suggests another reason for the 

Montice l lo Conference. T h e individual li-

brarian can attempt to educate his facul ty 

and his president by encouraging them to 

ponder l ibrary problems of the sort that 

have been suggested. L ibrar ians as a group 

can meet and w o r k together on cooperative 

plans, and their accomplishments along 

these lines have been considerable. B u t li-

brarians alone cannot commit their institu-

tions to participation in interl ibrary centers 

or to a division of collecting fields that 

would bring real savings ; they are helpless 

when it comes to a division of fields of in-

struction and research between universities. 

I t seems doubtful that they can go much 

fur ther with cooperative plans on a national 

scale unless their faculties and presidents 

understand and support these plans. A t 

Monticel lo , for the first time, there w i l l be 

a discussion of national l ibrary cooperation 

by representatives of all three of the groups 

most directly concerned. 

I am not optimistic enough to predict that 

a l l — o r any—of the problems of cooperation 

are going to be solved this year at M o n t i -

cello or soon a f t e r w a r d when the A A U ' s 

study is made. T h e M i d w e s t is engaged in 

an experiment that all of us shall want to 
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observe c lose ly , b u t it w i l l be some t i m e be-

f o r e e v e r y o n e is c o n v i n c e d e i ther t h a t the 

a n s w e r has been f o u n d or t h a t some a l t e r n a -

t ive is p r e f e r a b l e to s t o r a g e in a r e g i o n a l 

center . E v e n if the m a j o r u n i v e r s i t y li-

brar ies of the M i d w e s t p r o v e to be w i l l i n g 

a n d able to b u i l d u p a g r e a t r e g i o n a l l i b r a r y 

in C h i c a g o , it m a y n o t f o l l o w t h a t H a r v a r d , 

Y a l e , C o l u m b i a , a n d o t h e r e n d o w e d inst i tu-

t ions in the N o r t h e a s t w i l l do l i k e w i s e f o r 

t h e i r r e g i o n . 

A n o t h e r m a j o r f ield f o r c o o p e r a t i v e e f f o r t 

is m i c r o r e p r o d u c t i o n . W e s h o u l d n o t o v e r -

l o o k the f a c t t h a t , e x c e p t in the case of n e w s -

papers, it costs m o r e to f i l m a v o l u m e t h a n 

to store the o r i g i n a l , and t h a t the r e p r o d u c -

t ion is less s a t i s f a c t o r y in m a n y w a y s . I f 

copies of the o r i g i n a l c a n be e l i m i n a t e d f r o m 

s e v e r a l l ibrar ies , s t o r a g e costs can of c o u r s e 

be r e d u c e d by f i l m i n g . M u c h m o r e f i l m i n g 

w i l l h a v e to be done, if o n l y to p r e s e r v e the 

t e x t of h u n d r e d s of t h o u s a n d s of v o l u m e s 

p r i n t e d on w o o d - p u l p paper t h a t w i l l n o t be 

w i t h us m u c h l o n g e r . W e can take p r i d e in 

the m i c r o f i l m and m i c r o p r i n t p r o j e c t s t h a t 

l ibrar ies h a v e u n d e r t a k e n or s u p p o r t e d , b u t 

are w e sure t h a t a m o r e e c o n o m i c a l basis 

w o u l d n o t h a v e been p r a c t i c a b l e ? M i c r o -

filming p r o j e c t s h a v e been o p e r a t e d l ike 

p u b l i s h i n g v e n t u r e s ; as m a n y l ibrar ies as 

possible h a v e been i n d u c e d to subscribe to 

each series in o r d e r to b r i n g d o w n the cost 

per subscr iber . S o m e m a t e r i a l s are n e e d e d 

in so m a n y c o l l e c t i o n s t h a t p u b l i c a t i o n of 

this k i n d is a d v i s a b l e ; b u t in m a n y o t h e r 

cases it seems c l e a r t h a t research l ibrar ies 

as a g r o u p w o u l d save m o n e y i f , in a d d i t i o n 

to the m a s t e r n e g a t i v e , o n l y one or t w o posi-

t ives w e r e p r o d u c e d f o r loan or r e n t a l . T h e 

c o m p l i c a t i o n s , of course , arise w h e n y o u t r y 

to decide h o w m u c h to c h a r g e w h e n one 

reel o u t of a g r e a t set is w a n t e d on l o a n by a 

l i b r a r y t h a t d id n o t he lp to finance the 

p r o j e c t . H e r e , as at so m a n y points in co-

o p e r a t i o n , l i f e is g r e a t l y s impl i f ied if some 

outs ide source , such as a g o v e r n m e n t or a 

f o u n d a t i o n , w i l l p r o v i d e the m o n e y a n d 

m a k e it u n n e c e s s a r y f o r the l a r g e research 

l ibrar ies to t a x t h e m s e l v e s f o r c o o p e r a t i v e 

enterprises . 

I t is t r u e t h a t s ix ty l ibrar ies are n o w " t a x -

i n g " their b o o k f u n d s to s u p p o r t the F a r m -

i n g t o n P l a n a n d are n o t c h a r g i n g n o n - p a r -

t ic ipants f o r use of the m a t e r i a l s they a c q u i r e 

u n d e r it . T h i s first step t o w a r d n a t i o n w i d e 

s p e c i a l i z a t i o n or d iv is ion of fields in co l lec t -

i n g e n c o u r a g e s us t o hope t h a t f u r t h e r steps 

w i l l f o l l o w . S e r i a l s and n o n - t r a d e publ ica-

tions r e m a i n to be t a c k l e d . H o w e v e r , e v e n 

if the F a r m i n g t o n P l a n w e r e " c o m p l e t e " — 

if it w e r e b r i n g i n g to this c o u n t r y one c o p y 

of e v e r y p u b l i c a t i o n t h a t o u g h t to be h e r e — 

m u c h m o r e w o u l d st i l l r e m a i n to be d o n e in 

the field of s p e c i a l i z a t i o n . 

I f s p e c i a l i z a t i o n is g o i n g to he lp us r e d u c e 

the rate at w h i c h o u r l ibrar ies g r o w , a n d 

t h u s is g o i n g to s u p p o r t a m a j o r a t t a c k on 

the p r o b l e m of r i s ing costs, it seems c l e a r 

t h a t c o l l e g e s a n d univers i t ies , not j u s t their 

l ibrar ies , are g o i n g to h a v e to spec ia l i ze . 

E a c h of us m u s t c o n t i n u e to b u y books on 

a l m o s t e v e r y s u b j e c t u n d e r the sun as l o n g 

as each of o u r inst i tut ions is s p o n s o r i n g 

i n s t r u c t i o n and research o n a l m o s t e v e r y 

s u b j e c t . I f the M o n t i c e l l o C o n f e r e n c e can 

do a n y t h i n g t o s tar t us t o w a r d a s o l u t i o n 

of this p r o b l e m , it w i l l e a r n itself a v e r y 

h o n o r a b l e p lace in l i b r a r y h i s t o r y . 

H a v i n g first discussed w h a t l ibrar ies d o 

f o r m e m b e r s of a u n i v e r s i t y a n d h o w m u c h 

they cost, a n d h a v i n g then t a k e n a l o o k at 

the possibil it ies of c o o p e r a t i o n and special i-

z a t i o n , the C o n f e r e n c e w i l l d e v o t e a session 

to the o u t l o o k f o r l i b r a r y financing. I sha l l 

n o t v e n t u r e to predic t w h a t the c r y s t a l ba l l 

w i l l r e v e a l at this session, w h i c h w i l l be 

f o l l o w e d by a final one at w h i c h t h e r e w i l l 

be an a t t e m p t to i d e n t i f y the p r o b l e m s t h a t 

seem m o s t d e s e r v i n g of f u r t h e r s t u d y d u r i n g 

(Continued on page 392) 

OCTOBER, 1954 38 7 



Book publishing, per se, is a tough busi-
ness. T h e per unit cost steadily mounts. 
N o single element in the cost of manufacture 
reveals any other tendency. T h e cost of 
composition, paper, binding, jackets and 
even prospectuses, fo l low the trend. In a 
small business, also, higher costs cannot be 
passed along to the consumer. "Publ i sh ing 
and certain specialized textile operations," 
states an economist, "cannot cope with in-
flation." T h e y are examples of "the sort 
of business which finds itself caught be-
tween an inelastic selling price and costs it 
cannot control . " T h e "break-even point" 
is too high. T h e L i b r a r y has learned that 
no one wi l l pay $ 7 . 0 0 for a trade book, no 
matter how authoritative and scholarly. 
Smal l businesses, too, find it impossible to 
cut overhead. In our case one person, cer-
tainly, is needed to take orders over the 
phone, to mail out books, to call on dealers, 
to maintain the records, and to correspond 
occasionally wi th anxious authors! M o r e -
over, books cannot be distributed without 
paying the postage fee, and certainly enough 
advertising must be done to not i fy potential 
customers that a book has been published. 

T h e outlet for hardbound books is dimin-
ishing. In 1 9 5 1 there were 3 , 5 0 0 bookstores 
of some reputation. T o d a y there are fewer 
than 3,000. T h e "sof t -bounds , " marketed 
in drugstores, grocery stores, stations, etc. 
have taken a hard toll of the retail bookman. 

A t best, then, our enterprise is one jump 
ahead of the sheriff. 

O n the other hand, the Huntington L i -
brary is a research l ibrary with rare book 
and manuscript resources that g row con-
tinually, and with a large fo l lowing of 
scholars in the humanities. It is inconceiva-
ble that the L i b r a r y should not make an 
ef fort to publish the results of the best work 
done here. T o be sure, a f e w men are promi-
nent enough to receive the backing of com-
mercial publishers and a f e w others can 
count on their university presses, but the 
large majority (among them many promis-
ing young men) have only the discouraging 
prospect of publication by using their sav-
ings. 

T h e heart of the matter rests in the fact 
that the Huntington L i b r a r y has managed 
to publish the best of the w o r k of its readers 
regardless of cost. T o paraphrase N o r m a n 
Cousins, book publishing is essential to 
the national culture, and book publishers, 
large and small, are custodians, in a sense, 
of infinitely valuable l i terary properties, the 
future protectors of talent yet to be 
developed. T h i s period of adventuring, 
therefore, w i l l continue so long as talented 
scholars are wi l l ing, at such personal sac-
rifices to them, to ponder and appraise the 
cultural heritage of the English-speaking 
people. Publishing by the Hunt ington 
L i b r a r y fosters this talent. 

Why We Need to be Investigated 
(Continued fro 

the investigation that w i l l start soon after-

wards . I shall be surprised if the problems 

are not plenti ful . 

I shall be surprised also if it does not do 
us good to be investigated. I think the 
investigators wi l l benefit too. W e do not 
w a n t to supply more books or more services 
than are needed. If there are non-essentials 
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that can be eliminated, w e shall be glad to 
know of them. W e shall welcome help in 
solving our problems, and we can feel sure 
that professors and presidents w h o under-
stand these problems wTill not advocate solu-
tions—or budgets—that wi l l ruin our 
libraries, which a f ter all are theirs as much 

392 COLLEGE AND RESEARCH LIBRARIES 




