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Use Studies and OPACS 

Jon R. Hufford 

ABSTRACT. This article discusses the major catalog use studies that have been 
conducted in the United States and Great Britain. The potential to influence the 
construction of new online public access catalogs is emphasized. The cumulative 
findings could serve as an information base which designers of OPAC systems could 
refer to in the course of their work.

USE STUDIES 

Catalog use studies examine the characteristics of library catalogs of all 
kinds, including card, book, microform, and online catalogs. They can 
utilize various instruments for gathering data and can measure any number 
of catalog qualities. The reasons for conducting catalog use studies are also 
various. They are often done to evaluate the effectiveness of the catalog in 
providing service to users. Some studies have provided library 
administrators with information to help them make operational decisions in 
times of reduced budgets and growing inflation. 

With the development of online public access catalogs in recent decades, 
catalog use studies have taken on still greater significance. Empirical 
investigations of patrons' requirements, that is, those needs which make it 
necessary to consult catalogs in the first place and the ways they actually 
consult catalogs in attempting to find answers, provide information which 
can be very useful to designers of OPAC systems. 

In recognition of this fact, the Council on Library Resources sponsored a 
study in 1980 which employed an extensive catalog use study as one segment 
of the overall study. The ultimate goal was to improve access through OPAC 
designing. The full potential for the findings of catalog use studies to 
influence the construction of OPAC systems has yet to be realized. 

Richard Davis and C.A. Bailey's Bibliography of Use Studies and its 
supplement, A Bibliography of Library Use Studies, by L. Carroll de Weese, 
list the majority of studies done before 1968.1 Karen Markey's Research 
Report On Analytical review of Catalog Use Studies published by OCLC in 
February of 1980 indicated that up to that time over one-hundred and fifty 
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studies, varying in purpose and scope, had been done.2 The earliest study, 
completed in 1931, assessed the extent to which students at a number of 
liberal arts colleges used the bibliographic elements on the catalog card.3 A
majority of the studies were conducted in the reference departments of 
university and college libraries and were concerned mainly with entry 
elements. A limited number, of which the American Library Association 
survey of 1958 was one, included librarians in the sample of users. Only a 
few studies were done in libraries having book or microform catalogs, and in 
many studies the type of catalog (i.e., dictionary or divided) is not 
mentioned.4 The validity of the representativeness of the population sampled 
is questionable in all but a handful of user studies.5

F. W. Lancaster cited two reasons why catalog use studies gained 
increasing attention beginning in the 1970s. First, library administrators 
became more concerned with the evaluation of services and operations 
because of reduced budgets and growing inflation. The second and more 
important reason was that many card catalogs were being replaced by 
automated online systems.6

Most past catalog use studies applied one or another survey technique to a 
user universe or a sample population. Although researchers have, over the 
years, sampled the user population with the aim of obtaining a reliable 
picture of the volume, distribution, and effectiveness of use, well-constructed 
samples have been the exception rather than the rule.7 Catalog use 
researchers have employed mainly the questionnaire and the interview to  
gather data. The former, usually administered some time after actual 
catalog use, is of questionable value because it is heavily dependent on what 
respondents remember about something they did some time earlier. 
Questionnaires therefore may well be useful in gauging general reactions but 
not in accurately recording the details of specific instances of use which 
occurred at an earlier time. A brief questionnaire that the user fills out 
immediately at the end of the catalog search might be appropriate for 
recording specific instances of use, but experience has shown that many 
people dislike questionnaires and will either refuse to complete them or 
will do so in such a careless way that the results are of practically no 
value.8

The most accurate studies of catalog use have been done through interviews 
with users when they are searching the catalog. Though this technique 
requires more time to gather data, it is likely to yield more precise and 
reliable information. The normal procedure is to have the interviewer 
approach the user when he starts to search the catalog and record what is 
examined.9 If a record of the precise sequence of entries and data elements 
consulted during the search is required (doing this would make the data still 
more precise and reliable), the interviewer must remain in close proximity to 
the user throughout the entire process. One potentially serious drawback to 
this technique is that the user may not behave the same way he would 
when unobserved.10 And he might intentionally or unintentionally give the 
interviewer inaccurate information. 
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A handful of studies regarded as the paramount large-scale studies of 
catalog use is continually cited in the professional literature.11 The earliest of 
these was conducted by the Resources and Technical Services Division of the 
American Library Association. The results of this study were reported in 
Sidney L. Jackson's Catalog Use Study, published by A.L.A. in 1958. The 
objectives of the investigation were to identify actual user demands on the 
catalog and to determine the extent to which these demands were met. 
Approximately 5,700 interviews took place during a twelve-week period at 
thirty-nine libraries.12 The institutions participating included two large 
research libraries, fifteen college and university libraries, three 
metropolitan-central public libraries, two small-city public libraries, six 
special subject libraries, five public branch libraries, and six high school libraries. 

Each library was asked to interview fifteen users each week during the twelve-week 
period. During the interviewing process, the interviewer accompanied the user to the 
catalog and recorded data on a standard interview form.13 Library staff were included 
but actually only 203 librarians were interviewed. The smaller libraries were better 
represented because of the requirement of fifteen interviews at each institution per 
week. A high proportion of the interviewees were students because of the many 
academic institutions included. The study has therefore often been criticized for being 
nonrepresentative.14 

This study found that all catalogs tested were consulted successfully and usually 
satisfactorily. Many cases of failure were due to incorrect or incomplete bibliographic 
data which the user brought to the catalog. Inexperience and unfamiliarity with the 
catalog was another source of difficulty. The study disclosed that staff members were not 
more skilled than users at consulting the catalog. Apparently, the incidence of failure at 
finding desired information was directly related to the size of the catalog. Also, the user 
frequently consulted only one subject heading during a particular subject search, and 
joint author entries were apparently consulted only in rare instances. No data were 
collected on use of bibliographic elements during known-item searches. However, the 
data collected in subject searches disclosed that, apart from author, title, and call 
number, very few users consulted the bibliographic information on catalog cards.15 

Another well known large-scale study was done at the University of Michigan 
between February, 1968 and April, 1969 by Renata Tagliacozzo. and others.16 In all, 
2,681 interviews were conducted based on a randomly selected sample of catalog users 
to determine their searching behavior patterns. The interviews were conducted at three 
University of Michigan libraries and the Ann Arbor Public Library. Each interview 
consisted of orally administered, open-ended questions, and was supported by 
observation of user behavior at the catalog. The users were interviewed before and 
during their searches.17 Collection of data on incidence of use of bibliographic elements 
was restricted to access points. The study revealed that the catalogs were consulted 
mainly for known-item searches and secondarily for subject searches. It also disclosed 
that there was a relationship between the academic rank of the catalog users and the 
types of catalog searches they did. Undergraduates did more subject searches, graduates 
and faculty did more known-item searches. The completeness and accuracy of the 
information users brought to the catalog were important factors contributing to the 
success of a search. A subject hading was seldom consulted in the first attempt to 
locate a specific item in the catalog. Its use, however, increased after one unsuccessful 
attempt to find an item and became predominant after two attempts. User perseverance 
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seemed very low; more than half the users who failed in their first attempt to locate an 
item gave up the search. 

Ben-Ami Lipetz investigated catalog use at Yale University's Sterling Memorial 
Library between 1967 and 1969.18 A sample of catalog users was interviewed before 
and after using the catalog, but not while using it. The sample represented one percent 
of all users of the catalog during a one-year period.19 Information was gathered on 
catalog users' objectives, starting clues, and university affiliation. Search success was 
also determined. Four general search objectives were identified: a "document" search 
which attempted to determine whether and where the library held a work that the user 
already knew existed; a "subject" search; an "author" search; and a "bibliographic" 
search whose objective was to make use of data from the bibliographic record. A 
majority of users did "document" searches. Graduate students were the heaviest 
group of users, followed by undergraduates. The rate of success in all types of 
searches was around 84 percent. In the case of "document" searches, author was 
used as the access pint 62 percent of the time, title 28.5 percent, subject term 4.5 
percent, name of editor four percent, and all other kinds of access points one percent of 
the time. Use of the descriptive elements of the bibliographic record was not 
recorded.20 

A fourth major study was done at the Graduate Library School at the University of 
Chicago in 1967. It is described in a report and several theses.21 The objective of this 
study was to determine what information should be recorded in future library catalogs 
and how this information should be organized and searched.22 Emphasis was placed 
on the characteristics people remember about a book they once saw, 
especially those used for retrieval purposes. The researchers performed a 
"memorability experiment," something entirely different from what had been 
done in other catalog use studies. One-hundred and four respondents-
potential catalog users—were required to select five items from a 
collection of 180 books on psychology and write comments about them.23 
Weeks later, the subjects were tested to see which of some thirty-eight 
characteristics they remembered about the books they had examined. Their 
comments were returned to them for reference. The findings of the 
experiment indicated that the most useful "nonstandard" characteristics for 
catalog searching were the date of publication, type of work (i.e., 
handbook, textbook), number of pages, tables, figures, color of cover, 
level of treatment, and height.24 

The most recent major study grew out of a meeting held at Dartmouth 
College in Hanover, New Hampshire, on July 20-22, 1980, where 
representatives of twenty-five institutions involved in the development of 
online public access catalogs agreed that there was urgent need for the 
following systematic investigation: 

• analysis of online catalog user behavior and requirements; 
• examination of existing online public access systems; 
• development of methods for cost analysis and management of 

online systems; and 
• development of distributed computing techniques and system- 

to-system links.25 
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The following year, in an effort to encourage serious study of these areas, the 
Council on Library Resources provided funds to enable five organizations-
Joseph R. Matthews and Associates, the Library of Congress, the Online 
Computer Library Center, Inc. (OCLC), the University of California's 
Division of Library Automation, and the Research Libraries Group, Inc. 
(RLG) —to do a concerted study which concentrated on analysis of online 
catalog user behavior and requirements and examination of existing online 
public access systems. The ultimate goal was to improve information access 
through OPAC design and enhancement. The main feature of the study was 
administering questionnaires used to survey both users and nonusers of 
OPACs at twenty-nine libraries.26 The data collected at these libraries was 
analyzed, and general findings relevant to all of them determined. The 
questionnaire administered to OPAC users gathered data on the user's most 
recent search. The intention of the questions at the beginning of the 
questionnaire was to find out what kind of information was brought to the 
OPAC, what type of search took place, and the purpose. Other than access 
points, the questionnaire did not collect data on use of bibliographic elements 
in records. Thus analysis of an important area of user behavior was left out 
of the study. 

Analysis of the data collected in these questionnaires disclosed that the 
purpose of OPAC searches was related to the type of library at which the 
search was done. At academic libraries, searches related to coursework 
took place most often. Undergraduates frequently indicated their purpose 
for searching was course-related. In contrast, faculty often did searches 
whose purposes were characterized as research or job-related. The OCLC 
database was consulted often for research purposes. At public libraries, 
personal interest was the purpose cited most often. Analysis of the data 
relating to type of information OPAC users brought to and entered into the 
online catalog was inconclusive, though apparently subject searching was 
done more often than either title or author searching. 

A few additional studies are also worthy of mention. In 1970 the Council 
on Library Resources made a $400,000 grant to the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology to support the experimental operation of a computer-based 
library system.27 This experiment was named Intrex. The system included 
an automated database of detailed bibliographic descriptions and texts of 
more than 12,000 articles in the fields of "materials science" and 
engineering. The articles were kept on microfiche and four-hundred new 
articles were added each month while the experiment was being conducted.28 
The database, called the "augmented" catalog, contained information about 
each article under some fifty different field codes. In depth subject indexing 
terms, excerpts, abstracts, tables of contents, levels of approach, and other 
nontraditional types of bibliographic data were included in addition to more 
traditional information.29 Use by patrons of fields in the catalog was 
recorded, thus enabling the Intrex experimenters to determine which were 
resorted to most during searching.30 The abstract and subject index were 
the most frequently consulted fields because phrases in these fields were 
the best indicators of the subject content of the documents being sought. 
The title was the third most heavily used field. The author field, on the other 
hand, was consulted infrequently, and then usually by persons highly 
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knowledgeable in their professional field.31 

In Great Britain, in 1969, the Library Association's Cataloguing and 
Indexing Group initiated a nationwide catalog use study which was organized 
by the various schools of librarianship.32 The study concentrated on 
discovering the ways in which patrons use catalogs and the kind of 
information they bring to the search.33 The main stage of the survey took 
place in the Spring of 1971 when faculty and students interviewed patrons at 
a number of academic and public libraries; a standardized questionnaire was 
the instrument employed.34 One of the findings paralleled that revealed by 
studies in the United States: many patrons showed little interest in traditional 
description, though author, title, call number, edition statement, place of 
publication, name of publisher, and date of publication were consulted 
more often than other elements. Instead, patrons expressed the need for such 
elements as contents notes and annotation.35 Another catalog use study 
should be mentioned because it has been commended for the methodology 
employed in selecting its population sample. Richard Palmer undertook this 
study in the Fall term of 1967. Its population was the users of the University 
of Michigan's General Library card catalog. The sample, obtained by means 
of a two-stage probability sampling mode, consisted of 5,067 users who 
completed questionnaires during an eight-week period. Responses to the 
questionnaires were key-punched and computer tabulated. These tabulations 
were then analyzed to provide a test of a number of hypotheses.36 

Palmer's study found that students were the largest group of patrons using 
the University of Michigan's card catalog. About three-fourths of the use of 
the catalog was for academic pursuits. Eighty-four percent of the 
interviewees were successful in finding what they were seeking and 16 
percent were not. Over three-fourths of them consulted the title, author, 
and call number. Slightly under half of the interviewees used subject 
headings. One-third used the date of publication and over 20 percent 
consulted the contents note. All other items were consulted by less than 15  
percent of the interviewees.37 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The studies discussed above were by no means homogeneous. Each had 
its own —in some cases unique —set of questions whose answers came from 
data collected at only one particular library or group of libraries. Therefore, 
comparison of the findings of some of these studies is not feasible. 

The American Library Association study of 1958 was one of the few 
studies which included library staff members in the sample surveyed. This 
particular study found that library staff was not more skilled at consulting 
catalogs than patrons. It also found that there was a direct relationship 
between the size of the catalog and the success rate of searches. The larger 
the catalog the lower the success rate. 

Four of the studies, the American Library Association study (1958), the 
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Intrex study done at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (1970), the 
Library Association study done in Great Britain (1971), and Richard 
Palmer's study done at Ann Arbor, Michigan (1967), recorded use of 
bibliographic elements in catalog records. All four of these studies found 
that users consulted few elements. The bibliographic elements: "Author," 
"Title," "Subject heading," "Call number," and "Date of publication" were 
among the most often consulted in these studies. 

The studies undertaken by the Council on Library Resources (1982), 
Ban-Ami Lipetz at Yale University (1967-69), and Richard Palmer (1967) 
found that a relationship existed between level of academic rank and type of 
search done. Faculty and graduate students did more known-item searches, 
the majority of searches done by undergraduates was for unknown-items 
(subject searches). 

The studies done by Ben-Ami Lipetz (1967-69) and Renata Tagliacozzo 
(1968-69) disclosed that the majority of searches done at the libraries they 
studied were for known-items, and the author's name was the first access 
point consulted in most of them. The studies done by the American Library 
Association (1958), Lipetz (1967- 69), and Tagliacozzo (1968-69) revealed 
that success rates at locating known-items was rather high. The University of 
Chicago study (1967) was concerned with identifying nonstandard search 
elements for possible inclusion as access points in future catalogs. The 
study's findings, though interesting, could not be compared with the 
findings of the other studies. 

Frequency counts of known-item and unknown-item (subject) searches 
would seem to have no place in the process of designing the structure and 
determining the content of OPAC systems. Data on known and unknown-
item searches would perhaps be helpful to librarians organizing a card 
catalog because card-filing is labor intensive and, for that reason, access to a 
card catalog is often restricted to a selected group of access points. In the 
card catalog environment, it would be important to know whether the 
majority of a catalog's users do known-item (or unknown-item) searches so 
that those responsible for the catalog can have the option of selecting 
categories of access points suitable for known-item (or unknown-item) 
searching. 

On the other hand, in an online environment designers of OPACs do not 
necessarily need to know how many searches are for known and unknown-
items. Several categories of access points can be provided to serve both kinds 
of searches, with only a fraction of the difficulty involved in providing the 
same headings in card catalogs. With the relative ease involved in creating 
categories of access points for an OPAC, identification of the data elements 
consulted most frequently as the first access point would also be unimportant 
from the point of view of the OPAC designer. 

However, the other findings discussed above would be relevant to the 
development of OPAC systems. Many online systems available to libraries 
offer abbreviated displays whose content and organization can be tailored to 
meet the needs of individual libraries. Knowledge of frequency of use of 
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bibliographic elements, including access points, and the desirability on the 
part of catalog users of non-standard search elements, as determined by 
surveys, enables an OPAC designer to identify the elements which should 
by included in abbreviated record and index displays and to determine, at 
least to some extent, how the indexes and records should be arranged and 
displayed. 

Frequency counts of categories of patrons, including library 
staff, who use the public catalog and data on the types of searches being 
done furnish the OPAC designer information about the catalog's clientele so 
that he can make additional adjustments in the content, organization, and 
display of records that would better serve local needs. For example, should 
by chance a library's acquisitions staff be one of the heaviest categories of 
catalog users, the OPAC designer may want to consider including the place 
and date of publication in the title index display. In addition, data on the 
success rate of searches may indicate weak areas of indexes where greater 
development is needed before patrons are able to search with ease. The size 
of the OPAC's database may also affect development of the indexes in a 
similar way. 

Ideally, the administrators responsible for the implementation of a 
library's OPAC should do a use study of the card catalog beforehand in 
order to make available detailed information about the needs and practices 
of the library's catalog patrons. The persons responsible for designing the 
new OPAC system can then refer to this information when they plan for the 
arrangement and composition of the display screens. An OPAC which is set 
up following this procedure would have greater potential to serve the unique 
search needs and habits of the library's clientele. 

However, library administrators frequently choose not to do catalog use 
studies because, among other things, their implementation can be expensive 
and time-consuming. The library which cannot have its own study done as a 
preliminary step to planning an OPAC system has the option of referring to 
the findings of studies done previously at other institutions. Many of these 
findings have been reported in the professional literature. Information about 
them can be located in such indexes as Library Literature. 

A much more effective procedure for disseminating this information to 
OPAC designers would be to make available to interested libraries a 
cumulative information database, perhaps in a disc format. A program 
something like the "Statistical Package for the Social Sciences" could be 
developed for this database to do such things as segregate data the OPAC 
designer wants to examine when planning his system and compare selected 
variables using cross-tabulation tables with appropriate tests of statistical 
significance. 

Only findings which are valid for other libraries should be included in 
the database. If the findings are based on surveys, the survey samples must 
be valid, that is truly representative of the population universe they were 
meant to represent. Several findings of previous studies are still valid and 
therefore applicable to the development of OPAC systems even though the 
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studies may have been done several years ago. The reason for this is that, 
within certain categories, the findings derived from studies done over a 
period of many years tended to be similar. For example, generally the same 
data elements of bibliographic records had high frequencies of use in several 
previous studies. The findings included in the database will be applicable to 
many libraries so long as the studies from which they originated used valid 
and appropriate research techniques. And the findings of future studies 
which satisfy these criteria should be added to the database, when they 
become available.
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