
Arts & Humanities Library News
Building Humanities Collections 
in Hard Times
Ross Atkinson, Associate University Librarian for Collections

The current crisis in scholarly publishing has been 
driven in large part by the rapidly escalating prices of  
journalsñespecially in the sciences, but also in the 
social sciences. Since 1986 the average unit price of  
journals has increased by 210% (vs. the 62% increase 
in the Consumer Price Index). This year the endowed 
side of  the Libraryõs acquisitions budget increased by a 
total of  only 2.5%, far below the ca. 8% increase we are 
expecting in journal prices.

Despite the heavy and growing pressures on the materials 
budget, the Library has consistently followed a policy of  
maintaining humanities expenditures. The purchase of  
materials in traditional book format is fairly steadyñand 
certainly not declining. We also continue to purchase 
heavily in foreign-language materials. Over the past ten 
years our expenditures on the humanities/social sciences 
have increased by 57%, while our expenditures on the 
sciences have increased by 61%. This commitment to 
the humanities is revealed by Cornellõs ranking among 
the 122 major research libraries in North America, which 
rose from 11th in 1999/2000 to 8th in 2000/01 with 
respect to the amount spent on monographs.  

Over the past decade, the Cornell University Library, 
like all major research libraries in the U.S. and abroad, 
has substantially increased its collection of  electronic 
resources in support of  all disciplines. Although the 
humanities do not yet rely as heavily on electronic 
publications as the sciences, ever more humanities 
materials will in the future be published in electronic 
form. There already exist, moreover, signiþ cant 
humanities databases, including some collections of  
primary materialsñsuch as Literature Online and Past 
Masters.  The Library has developed its electronic 
collections in part by using increases to the budget 
and external gifts, rather than reducing already existing 
subject lines that are used primarily for the purchase 
of  traditional materials. Last year 43% of  the Libraryõs 
central electronic materials line was spent on electronic 
items in the humanities and social sciences; 21% of  that 

line was spent for science materials, and 35% for materials 
that are cross-disciplinary.

Between its continuing commitment to building a physical 
collection and its efforts to obtain core resources in 
electronic form, Cornell University Library is working to 
meet the needs of  current and future humanities scholars. 
This year Cornell added its 7 millionth volume, making it 
one of  the eleven largest academic libraries in the country 
in terms of  collection size. 

Responding to Readersõ Needs
For the past two years Cornell has participated with many 
other North American libraries in a survey of  service 
quality (LibQUAL), coordinated by the Association of  
Research Libraries (ARL). The LibQUAL survey is designed 
to þ nd out more about the needs of  library patrons as well 
as their perceptions of  our services. Many of  you have 
assisted us in this endeavor by þ lling out the survey.

The chart below illustrates that Cornell ranked þ rst in 
overall service quality and in the quality of  staff  interactions 
with library users among twelve peer research libraries 
selected from the larger survey group for comparison.

No matter how high our services rank, however, we are 
always looking for ways to improve them and respond to 
user needs. During the past semester we have introduced 
the following improvements.

Convenient Business Hours  The LibQUAL survey 
for both 2001 and 2002 indicated clearly that the hours 
the libraries are open is a major concern for users. As a 
result, this academic year Olin 
Libraryõs building hours were 
extended until midnight, 
Sunday through Thursday, 
and on a trial basis until 9:00 
p.m. on Friday.  In addition, 
the Library initiated an in-
depth study, including a 
focused survey, of  the needs 
and expectations of  Cornell 
Library users in regard to 
òconvenient business hoursó 
for the libraries. That report 
will be available this spring.
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Proceeds from Libe Caf® to Support       
Acquisition of Library Materials
The Libraryõs intention in opening the caf® was 
to create an environment that fostered Cornellõs  
intellectual and social community. According to its 
agreement with Dining, the Library receives a portion 
of  the revenue from sales, and it has decided to allocate 
those receipts to improvements in Olin Library and to 
support the acquisition of  books and materials in the 
humanities and social sciences. This year the funds for 
collections will be $10,000ñso when youõre relaxing 
with your latte or surveying the New York Times bought 
in the caf®, youõre helping to build and maintain Olinõs 
collection.

Caf® proceeds to build the collection

Borrow Direct In September the Library instituted 
Borrow Direct, a rapid book request and delivery system 
that enables Cornell faculty, staff, and students to search 
the combined library catalogs of  Brown, Columbia, 
Cornell, Dartmouth, Penn, Princeton, and Yale, a 
collection of  over 40 million volumes, and directly 
request expedited delivery of  circulating items. Books 
come faster than through standard interlibrary loan, 
plus users can borrow material that Cornell owns but is 
in use rather than go through the recall process, which 
can take weeks. These advantages for the user, as well 
as the cost-effectiveness for the Library, have made 
Borrow Direct an instant success. In just three months 
of  operation, Borrow Direct has accounted for 64% of  
all books borrowed from other libraries.

Wireless Access and Laptop Renewals Wireless 
access was activated in October throughout the upper 
ÿ oors of  Olin Library, including in the stacks, graduate 
carrels, faculty studies, and the west end reading/
meeting rooms. If  you need assistance enabling wireless 
access on your laptop, consult the following documents 
provided by Reference Services: 

Ł Wireless setup for the Mac:
www.library.cornell.edu/okuref/wirelessmac.html

Ł Wireless setup for Windows:
www.library.cornell.edu/okuref/wirelesswindows.html 
Beginning in January users can renew laptops at both 
the Uris and Olin circulation desks. All laptop checkouts 
and equipment returns will continue to take place in 
Uris. 

Increase in Olin Circulation
Despite the availability of  electronic resources, the 
use of  print collections remains strong. In 2001/2002, 

circulation of  library 
materials increased 
to 394,182 volumes 
in Olin/Kroch (Asia 
Collections) up 9% 
from the previous 
year. Whoõs using 
the collection? The 
accompanying graph 
illustrates circulation by 
patron group. Overall the 
heaviest users of  Olin 
Libraryñas deþ ned by 
checkouts and renewalsñ
are undergraduates.




