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Continuities
Changing Priorities: Trends in Physical 
and Electronic Resource Usage in U.S. 
Academic Libraries
By Yoel Kortick

Over the past few decades 
libraries have moved from 
collections of books and 

other print media to complex collec-
tions of print and electronic resources. 
By looking at historical trends it is 
possible to conjecture what the future 
of these collections will look like. 
There are many different ways of 
looking at the data that reflect library 
collecting trends. I have looked at the 
way libraries spend their money. There 
are relatively few publications that 
focus on comparing expenditure trends 
for physical and electronic resources. 
However, in looking at expenditure and 
usage trends over a ten year period, one 
can posit a direct correlation between 
the resource type purchased and the 
type used. 

Trends: Physical and 
Electronic

Historically speaking, studies that 
focused on library usage tended to 
concentrate on three general areas: 
reference queries, circulation of phys-
ical materials and usage of electronic 

materials, and gate counts (how many 
people enter the library and when). 
These metrics are useful, but lacking 
in precision. Patrons may use library 
services without ever passing through 
a library’s gate. Physical items may be 
used, but never loaned. Usage of elec-
tronic material is often measured using 
COUNTER reports, but many institu-
tions only load partial COUNTER 
reports and only for certain vendors.1

Another way to look at the rela-
tive usage of physical and electronic 
materials is by comparing library 
expenditures for the two. Establishing 
a clear correlation between changes 
in expenditure for a specific resource 
format and usage of that format is 
beyond the scope of this article (though 
it is planned for a future publication by 
this author). 

I drew on aggregated anonymized 
data from ten randomly chosen 
academic institutions across the United 
States. While it is possible to look 
only at a subset of these institutions, 
for example by geographic location 
or discipline, my intention was to 

obtain as broad a picture as possible. 
Furthermore, by not focusing on a 
specific subset of the institutions, their 
anonymity is ensured.

The data used for the study include 
percentages of expenditures for 
physical verses electronic format from 
calendar year 2010 to 2019, inclusive 
(full years only, as of November 2020). 
With this data, one will be able to see 
not only if electronic resource usage 
has increased, but how much. Has 
it increased since 2010 in a steady, 
gradual manner? Did it peak and 
come down? Or perhaps it peaked and 
remained steady? Also, can one apply a 
forecast algorithm to predict what will 
happen in the coming years? Though 
perhaps in these unique times, created 
by COVID-19, a standard forecast 
algorithm would not be enough.

Literature Review
In his February 2011 article, 

“Preparing for the Long-Term Digital 
Future of Libraries,” Marshall Breeding 
considered changes that might take 
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place in the subsequent decade. He 
correctly surmised, “The obvious 
changes to anticipate involve major 
shifts toward digital formats, distrib-
uted through license arrangements, 
rather than physical materials available 
for purchase.”2

As early as 2008, in a study on 
library use from the 1990s to 2006, 
Charles Martell stated, “Use of the 
physical collections and services 
of academic libraries continues to 
plummet, with some exceptions, while 
use of electronic networked resources 
skyrockets.”3

One study specifically mentioning 
expenditures for physical and elec-
tronic resources is that by Jennifer 
Gerke and Jack M. Maness, which 
was conducted at the University of 
Colorado at Boulder (UCB).4 While 
expenditures were not the main focus 
of the study, the following fact is noted: 
“The University Libraries at UCB in 
recent years began to spend a majority 
of the materials budget on electronic, as 
opposed to print, resources (over 56% 
in Fiscal Year 2007–2008). Reallo-
cating monies in this manner appears to 
be in concert with patrons’ desires.”5

No review of the literature on 
library resource usage would be 
complete without taking the impact of 
COVID-19 into account. It is gener-
ally assumed, and backed up by data, 
that COVID-19 restrictions have 
contributed to an increase in the use 
of electronic resources. Regarding 
this phenomenon, Denise A. Garofalo 
writes in her study “Tips from the 
Trenches” that 

�all libraries, regardless of type, have 
found ways to highlight the digital 

and electronic resources available 
to their users as we made this rapid 
and unplanned switch to remote 
everything. As we transition back to 
our physical buildings, maintaining 
the awareness of all the e-resources 
of the library will no doubt be a 
priority.6 

The heightened “awareness of all the 
e-resources of the library” will surely 
increase electronic resource usage 
going forward.

The Crossover
At the time of this research 

(November 2020), there were 948 
institutions in the United States using 
Ex Libris Alma, a uniquely comprehen-
sive cloud-based software as a service 
(SAAS) library services platform 
(LSP). Data from these institutions, for 
those of whom there is at least ten years 
of transaction data, was processed with 
Alma Analytics to identify expenditure 
trends. Alma Analytics has the capa-
bility, for example, to measure, track, 
and differentiate between expenditures 
for physical and electronic materials. 

It is important to note that all the 
data were aggregated and completely 
anonymized, such that it was at no time 
possible for any researcher, the author 
of this article, or anyone else to identify 
the results from a specific institution. 
For further anonymity, percentages 
were used instead of actual monetary 
amounts; i.e., the percent of a library’s 
collection outlays expended on each 
type of resource (physical or elec-
tronic).

Typically, expenditures for physical 
format material in 2010 exceeded those 
for electronic format material. By 2019, 
however, expenditures for electronic 
formats were greater. The “crossover,” 
when expenditures on electronic 
resources surpassed those for physical 
materials, usually occurred between 
2013 and 2016. Figure 1 shows the 
crossover point for one institution, 
which began spending less on print and 
more on electronic formats between 
2013 and 2014.

History and Trends
Ten institutions were randomly 

chosen for the study, and their 

(continued from page 17)

Figure 1. “Crossover” Point for One Institution 
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combined anonymized expenditure data 
was aggregated by year into one table 
and graph. This process was carried 
out multiple times, with a different 
set of ten institutions each time, yet 
the resulting data was remarkably 
similar in each case. While the actual 
percentages differed slightly, the trends 
remained the same. 

The table of anonymized, aggre-
gated data was uploaded to Data 
Visualization (DV), which is part of the 
Oracle Analytics Server (OAS) used by 
Alma. The various visualizations made 
it easy to identify trends, while a fore-
cast could be created using the DV’s 
integral features. Table 1 shows the 
raw, aggregated, and anonymized data 
for ten U.S. institutions.

The general trend is that, from 2010 
to 2019, expenditures for electronic 
formats have increased and those for 
physical formats have decreased. With 
DV, one can see this trend represented 
in a line graph (Figure 2). 

The data clearly support the conclu-
sion that academic institutions in the 
United States have steadily decreased 
their expenditures for physical 
resources, while steadily increasing 

expenditures for electronic resources. 
By extension, one could assume patron 
use of resources in electronic formats 
also has increased relative to their use 
of physical materials.

It is possible to forecast what is 
likely to happen with library expendi-
tures in the coming years. The trends 
established by these historical data 
strongly suggest that expenditures for 
resources in a physical format will 
continue to decrease, while expendi-
tures for electronic-format materials 
will continue to increase; see Figure 3.

Conclusion: A Watershed 
Moment

Empirical evidence indicates that 
academic institutions in the United 
States have increased library expen-
ditures for electronic resources and 
decreased expenditures for physical 
resources. According to the forecast, 
this trend will continue. However, 
a factor not taken into account by 
forecasting algorithms is the impact 
of COVID-19. As noted above, the 
pandemic has increased awareness 

Year	 %	Expended	
for	Physical	
Format	

%	expended	
for	Electronic	
Format	

2010	 68.28	 31.72	
2011	 65.52	 34.48	
2012	 60.14	 39.86	
2013	 56.53	 43.47	
2014	 52.21	 47.79	
2015	 44.25	 55.75	
2016	 39.03	 60.97	
2017	 35.86	 64.14	
2018	 31.89	 68.11	
2019	 26.55	 73.45	
	
Table	1.	Raw	Data	for	Ten	Institutions	

(continued on page 20)

Figure 2. Anonymized Trend Data for Ten U.S. Institutions 

Figure 3. Forecast Based on Historical Expenditures 
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of electronic resources, which can be 
expected to cause increased use of 
those resources in the coming years, 
especially if potential patrons remain 
off-campus and access to the physical 
library remains limited. Such a situation 
would prevent many people from using 
and borrowing physical items from the 
library. 

I think that the current pandemic 
will prove to be a watershed moment 
in terms of expenditures for and 
patron usage of physical and elec-
tronic resources. Many libraries are 
currently discovering that their patrons’ 
needs can be met without ordering and 
processing large numbers of physical 
materials. Three factors will contribute 
to a sustained increase in the use of 
electronic materials even after the 
pandemic: processing an increasing 
quantity of electronic materials can 
be done remotely, electronic materials 
do not require additional space in the 
library or open shelves, and, most 
importantly, electronic materials can be 
accessed by patrons from anywhere. 

Does this mean print collections will 
disappear entirely? I think not; there 
is still much that libraries will do, and 
collections that patrons will want, that 
remain tangible. But the data examined 
here suggest continued growth of elec-
tronic resources in library collections. A 
follow-up study looking at actual usage 
in the coming years would be able to 
examine the validity of this assessment. 
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Sudden Selector’s Guide to 
Romance Languages and Litera-
tures is a welcome handbook for 
academic librarians assigned to 
selecting library material for Romance 
languages departments at colleges 
and universities. It is particularly 
welcome, because in the last 20 years 
many experienced subject specialist 
librarians hired because they had a 
second degree in one of the Romance 
languages, have been replaced by 
colleagues with no subject training in 
that area. This handbook by Deborah 
Raftus and Jeffrey Staiger provides 
information about the history of 
Romance languages, how Romance 
languages and literatures became a 
subject of study at American universi-
ties, and information about current 
trends in research in Romance 
languages and literatures, in addition 
to a bibliography of useful sources 
for collection development and 
invaluable advice about procedures, 
principles, and strategies by two expe-
rienced practitioners. Deborah Raftus 
is Librarian for French and Italian 
Studies, Spanish and Portuguese 
Studies, and Latin American and 
Caribbean Studies at the University of 
Washington in Seattle. Jeffrey Staiger 
is Librarian of Romance Languages at 
the University of Oregon. In addition 
to its useful contents, this handbook 
is well organized. It consists of five 


