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Introduction 

  Libraries are usually assumed to be the home of every book a patron could dream of, at 

least that’s what the patron who is in need of a certain book that is not in the library’s collection 

thinks, as they angrily demand a reason for the absence of the item. Of course, libraries cannot 

realistically collect every book because of financial and spatial considerations. However, patrons 

do have the right to expect a diverse library collection that aims to cover all sides, viewpoints, 

and subjects. Libraries and librarians also have an ethical responsibility to create diverse 

collections that represent as many ideas and opinions as possible. Once a library establishes an 

ethical responsibility for having a diverse collection they must assess their current collection to 

find if there are information gaps.
1
 Libraries should have a method or tool that helps them assess 

the diversity of their collection so it will be obvious what parts of the collection need to be 

updated. Diversity in a collection should be defined before assessing the collection so that one 

will know what it is that they are looking for. 
 

This research project is not about analyzing whether a particular collection is diverse or 

not. Instead, this research project aims to develop a method for assessing the diversity of 

collections and analyzing the method of assessment.  In order to understand the diversity of the 

collection, some kind of method must be devised and used. The method should be able to be 

applied to the entire library collection or to a collection on a certain topic. The method will be 

tested in this research paper and an analysis will be made about the effectiveness of the method. 

Information will be provided about a specific library’s collection but all of the research and data 

that is compiled will be used to understand the effectiveness of the assessment tool and not make 

conclusions about that specific library.  
 

Research Questions 

This project will research how to accurately assess the diversity in an academic library’s 

collection. This study will begin with a general discussion of diversity and diversity assessment 

methods. A case study of the University of North Carolina at Greensboro’s Jackson Library will 

be used to test the diversity assessment tool.  This research will focus on how to assess a 

collection and not the actual collection’s diversity. The scope of this study will focus on books—

both physical books and e-books in an academic library. The research questions are: 
 

What is diversity in a library collection? 

How should a collection be assessed for diversity? 

Does this method of Diversity Assessment work to understand diversity in collections? 

 
 
 

Defining Diversity 

Diversity in a collection means that all viewpoints, opinions, and sides are accounted for. 

Diversity for particular topic should mean that both basic and very specific information are 

present. The information that is available on a specific topic should be what is investigated to 

                                                
1
 Jim Agee, "Collection evaluation: a foundation for collection development," Collection Building 24, no. 3 (August 

2005): 92-95, 93. 



Henry & Fields 2 

 

find diversity in a collection. Formats of materials could also be looked at to figure out if a 

collection is diverse or not. Books, e-books, articles, full journals, newspapers, and other formats 

can help create a diverse collection—however the label of “diverse,” in this study, can only be 

applied if all of these formats are also presenting diverse information. Therefore, information is 

at the heart of diversity for a library’s collection. Librarians are given the task of creating 

collections that present all viewpoints. They should create a collection that does not favor one 

side or another. A clear understanding and agreement of what diversity means is important 

before beginning to assess a library’s collection.
2
 When librarians at an academic library have a 

clear understanding of diversity, they can implement the concept in their collection. 

The American Library Association advocates for diversity through their Library Bill of 

Rights. This document states that “libraries should provide materials and information presenting 

all points of view on current and historical issues. Materials should not be proscribed or removed 

because of partisan or doctrinal disapproval.”
3
 Though this statement does not use the word 

“diversity” the concept is described through calling for “all points of view” in a collection. The 

American Library Association further interprets their ideas about diversity in their “Diversity in 

Collection Development” statement.
4
 This statement explicitly says that librarians should be 

“inclusive” and, therefore, collecting items from all ranges of perspectives for their libraries. 

This statement also makes it clear that diversity does not mean numerical balance in collections. 

A diverse collection does not mean that there must be 10 titles on each subject; each idea should 

just be represented. The American Library Association makes it clear that diversity in collections 

is closely tied to intellectual freedom. Librarians should uphold the right to information and they 

should do so through the collections they make for their libraries. 

Diversity in a collection should essentially be a culmination of all perspectives, even if they’re 

controversial. The collection should not aim to please one specific group or person; rather the 

collection should be open to all viewpoints. The ethical reason for diversity is to hinder the 

suppression of information and ideas. Censorship and simply choosing to ignore certain 

materials cannot be accepted. Diversity in a library should guarantee that someone will be 

offended by something in the collection. 

Diversity in Academic Libraries 

This research project will focus on academic libraries. An academic library should be a 

reflection of the academe and the curriculum of the college, research center, or university that it 

supports. The academic library, therefore, should be incredibly diverse because of all the 

different viewpoints, topics, and issues within a curriculum. An academic library is also 

supposed to reflect the university’s ideals as a whole.
5
  Most colleges and universities will have 

their own diversity policies and an academic library can use their institution’s policy as a model 

for their library. The college is likely to have an anti-discrimination policy that can also be 

adopted to be used as a basis for a collection policy. However, if the library’s university does not 

have an acceptable diversity or anti-discrimination policy, the library must still align themselves 

with some kind of policy on their own. Academic libraries must be the carriers of all information 

and they must not prefer one stance while ignoring another. Librarians have a responsibility to 

their users to create the best collections they can and they must be held accountable for those 
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collections.
6
 Academic libraries are used by students, professors, researchers, and scholars. 

Therefore, these libraries should be equipped to deal with every possible research need, whether 

that is through a physical collection, a digital collection or a borrowing agreement with other 

libraries to fulfill research needs. Creating a diverse collection should be a top priority for an 

academic librarian because that is the best way to meet user needs. An academic library has an 

obligation to its users, students and researchers, to provide as much information as financially 

and physically possible. Diversity also means that librarians must remove their own judgment 

and morals from their collections. Academic library collections can be diverse when librarians 

seek to obtain information for their collection regardless of their own opinions of the 

information. Diversity can be maintained through the collection of information without 

boundaries or judgment from librarians. But how can a librarian find out if their collection is 

diverse for their users? 

Collection Assessment 

Collection assessment methods will allow librarians to judge their collections for 

diversity and help them locate information gaps or see biases to certain perspectives. Collection 

evaluation can also help future library collections because it allows for librarians to find holes 

and gaps.
7
 Therefore, collection assessment is really an investment in your library’s future 

acquisitions. Collections can be assessed for quantity, quality, space, circulation, and 

information. Our study will make a tool to assess the collection’s diversity of information. 

Collection assessment can take many forms based on what type of information you are looking 

for.  It can be a massive undertaking as well because of the volume of titles in a collection. 

Collection assessment of an entire library can be incredibly daunting because of the sheer size of 

the library and the quantity of information that one must assess.
8
 Collection assessment is exactly 

what it sounds like—searching, documenting, and analyzing a collection for a specific question 

that a librarian is trying to answer. Collection assessment can be molded to answer any questions 

that librarians have about the items in their libraries. Librarians must be careful to ask 

appropriate and unbiased questions when using collection assessment or they will skew the 

results and not get the answers their library actually needs in order to grow and better the 

collection. It is also incredibly valuable for the library and the librarian to have a sense of their 

collection.
9
 Collection assessment allows librarians to become familiar with their collections in a 

way that they may not have been before. A better understanding of the diversity or lack of 

diversity, of the collection allows for librarians to think about their collections in a new way that 

can ultimately lead to improvement of their library. Collection assessment can, therefore, take 

many forms. 

Collection assessment begins with knowing the different pieces of the larger collection 

and being able to understand those parts individually, and as a whole.  However, in a large 

academic library, a librarian cannot realistically look at every individual title.
10

 While it would 

be great for librarians to hold each title and have an understanding of it, it would be incredibly 

time consuming and the collection would probably change by the time the librarian finished.  
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Therefore, some other methods must be used instead when trying to discover the diversity of a 

library’s collection. Collection assessment methods should allow for accurate representations of 

the collection to come about. Again, though librarians cannot look at each book individually, 

they should still get comparable results through another method. Whatever method of collection 

assessment is chosen, a clear understanding of titles, topics, and information should be present. 
 
 

Other Models and Methods of Assessment 
 

The first method of collection assessment that an academic library could use would be 

looking at lists of books on a subject and comparing that to your own collection.
11

 Librarians can 

prepare or obtain a bibliography of books on a particular subject and search their collection to 

see if they have the books listed on the bibliography. This could be effective if an inclusive and 

complete bibliography on a topic and all of its various perspectives could be located. A 

bibliography would allow for a librarian to discover what titles their library has; however, it 

would limit the collection assessment to only those titles that are listed on the bibliography. The 

library could have many more titles on a topic than those that are listed in the bibliography and 

that would cause for a misrepresentation of the collection. Bibliographies are, therefore, a good 

place to start but they might not give a complete representation of the collection if more titles 

exist that are not on the list of sources.  A search that is based purely on a bibliography will only 

show you what titles you own from that list, and it will not allow you to have an accurate 

depiction of diversity in your collection. 

Agee suggests using core curriculum guides and syllabi, along with bibliographies, as a 

guideline for collection assessment.
12

 This “subject specific” assessment, allows for academic 

libraries to understand the collection in relation to the courses taught at their universities. A core 

curriculum guide could be different from the previously mentioned bibliography because they 

are supposed to be about current resources. When evaluating for diversity, it can be important to 

compare the books a library holds with a curriculum guide to ensure that all perspectives that a 

student could research are covered. Using a curriculum guide or a syllabus will also facilitate 

relationships between librarians and professors which could lead to a better understanding of the 

diversity of a particular topic. Again, these lists can be used and checked against the library’s 

holdings to find gaps in a collection. This form of collection assessment allows librarians to rely 

on outside sources.  

One can also start with a shelf list of all the titles in a particular subject heading, call 

number, or, if available, topic.
13

 A shelf list would be very helpful in any of the methods of 

collection assessment so the librarian can be sure that they are not leaving out any titles in their 

final evaluations. A shelf list can offer a complete picture of a library collection and it can also 

be manipulated to include any information that is needed. When searching for diversity on a 

particular subject, a shelf list can function as a checklist to see where each title falls. 

WorldCat is also an extremely beneficial tool for collection analysis because it is so 

easily available to librarians.
14

 WorldCat and other databases are easily searchable for the 

specific titles and subject headings. Databases are beginning to even market themselves as tools 
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for collection assessment because they have realized how many librarians are manipulating their 

databases to be used as such. WorldCat specifically allows you to compare your collection to 

another library’s, which could potentially help you with understanding the diversity of your 

collection in relation to others. WorldCat Collection Analysis is the product that was made to 

specifically compare library collections.
15

 This tool is great for testing for diversity because it 

helps you see where your collection is lacking compared to another collection with more titles. 

However, when using this tool you must be cautious as to what library you compare to because 

they might not have a diverse collection either. 

Diversity codes can also be searched for subject specific understandings of diverse 

collections.
16

 These codes can be found in the acquisition records and they relate what field or 

subject an item is about. The codes, such as AA for African American, could be helpful but they 

are really too vague to allow for a real understanding of a collection’s diversity to emerge. They 

could show a librarian how many items are available on a particular broad subject but they would 

not be useful for determining any more information after that. 

Many of these tools will only provide librarians with lists and not analysis of their 

collection. The librarians will have to make assumptions and judgments about the diversity of 

their collections based off of the information that they find. However, without searching tools it 

would be very difficult to analyze a collection.  
  

Our Research Tool: Diversity Assessment 

Our research project is focused on the actual materials that a library owns on a particular 

subject and how many perspectives and viewpoints are represented on that topic. Therefore, the 

methods of assessment that will be relevant to this project will be those that document materials 

and their information. We will not be looking at circulation or physical quality of items; we will 

only focus on if the items are present in the collections.  

Our research tool, called “Diversity Assessment,” will combine a few of the previously 

mentioned methods. Our tool will be able to assess small or large groups of books, or any other 

formats, that a library may own. Diversity Assessment is, essentially, a searching tool that uses 

already made bibliographies and lists but it also allows for titles outside of the list to be found. 

Our tool enlists the use of bibliographies to begin the search. Bibliographies from trusted sources 

on topics, such as abortion, should be the first source of titles that can be searched. The titles 

from the bibliography should be searched in the academic library’s online catalog. The titles 

should then be entered into a spreadsheet so that they can be tracked. If a title from the 

bibliography is not listed in the university’s online catalog, it should be searched in WorldCat to 

see if a neighboring library in a system with a borrowing agreement has the title. This is 

important because it means the title is still accessible in a neighboring collection or through 

InterLibrary Loan. However, one must remember that a title that can be obtained through 

InterLibrary Loan cannot be included when considering that academic library’s collection’s 

diversity because it is not actually a part of the collection. While searching the online catalog for 

bibliography titles, one should note the subject headings that are assigned to titles within the 

university’s online catalog. 

Then, after completing the bibliography search, one should search based on subject 

headings that would be assigned to specific topics. However, one must also be careful here 

because subject terms can sometimes be misleading. One should only include a book based on a 
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subject term when one is sure that the subject term is used correctly in the record for the book.  A 

subject heading could be used when a book is criticizing a topic or promoting a topic. Therefore, 

the collection could be misrepresented because a book was recorded as a “pro” book when it was 

actually an “anti” book.  Subject headings are important though and they should be used as a part 

of our diversity assessment tool. They just have to be used cautiously and with other information 

such as descriptions and chapter headings. Again, it is important that collection assessment does 

not rely solely on bibliographies. Subject headings provide another outlet to find books within a 

library’s collection that represent different perspectives on an issue. Subject headings can link 

books on the same topic together that you may not find listed on a bibliography. 

Our Diversity Assessment tool will utilize already established bibliographies, subject 

headings, and searches in the online catalog. Our tool will also rely on WorldCat and the online 

catalog of the library we’ve chosen. 
 

 Case Study: Jackson Library 

The University of North Carolina at Greensboro’s Jackson Library presents an interesting 

case study that will be used as an example to show the method of assessment that we have 

created. The University is a mid-sized four year university with a student body of approximately 

14,000 undergraduate students, 4,000 graduate students, 1,100 academic staff, and 2,500 

administrative staff. Jackson Library serves as the main library for entire campus. The library has 

the shelving capacity for more than 1 million books and 220,174 square feet of space.
17

 

 

Limits and Scope of the study 

This study examines the topic of abortion. Over the past few decades, this particular issue 

has been the center or political and social dispute. The popularity and controversy makes this 

subject a likely candidate for extensive collecting by an academic library as large as Jackson 

Library. For this study, print monographs and e-books on abortion were examined. The goal is to 

focus on materials that could be located by browsing the shelves of Jackson Library or 

conducting a simple search of library’s catalog. Other formats such as serials, articles, 

audiovisual materials were excluded. Preliminary research indicated that materials on abortion 

were concentrated at the HQ767 Library of Congress call number range. A quick count in that 

particular section gave an estimate of 270 books owned by Jackson Library on the topic. This 

was done to prepare for the catalog search and provide a sample size that would be appropriate 

for the amount of print materials the library had on the topic. Bibliographies on the topic were 

located to provide an idea of the variety of titles available and recommended by reputable 

sources. The study was conducted by searching the library's online catalog for materials on 

abortion by Library of Congress subject headings. Using the subject headings gave structure to 

the searches and guidance for classifying materials. Relying on the designated subject headings 

for classification prevented possible researcher bias. 
 

Jackson Collection Policy 

Unfortunately, Jackson Library does not have an updated or accessible collection 

development policy. At the present time, the librarian in charge of collection development and 

management refers to the written policies of other universities for guidance until update for 
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Jackson Library's has been completed. One of the collection development policies consulted is 

from Lewis and Clark College's Watzek Library. “Presentation of alternative viewpoints” is 

specifically mentioned as one of the general criteria for material selection in addition to 

anticipated criteria for an educational institution, like supporting the curriculum.
18

 

 
 

UNCG Diversity Campus Policy 

The University of North Carolina at Greensboro has policies and programs in place that 

address campus diversity. These policies for both the University and the library concentrate on 

promoting and protecting diversity within the campus community. There is an Office of Equity, 

Diversity, & Inclusion that works on university-wide issues. Specific to the University Libraries, 

there is a diversity committee and a resident program. Both are designed to promote and foster 

diversity among the library staff, user community, and the library profession. According to 

Jackson Library's diversity webpage, the “interest in diversity is supported by trends in the field 

of professional librarianship, demographic realities, and university-wide goals.”
19

 

 

Diversity Assessment Research 

The research done for the study was divided into two major viewpoints on the topic of 

abortion, “pro-life” and “pro-choice”. The books and e-books identified for the study were 

tracked on two separate spreadsheets that recorded information such as title, author, Library of 

Congress call number, accessibility, and location. Seventy-eight titles were identified and 

recorded for the “pro-life” list with approximately 60 titles were recommended by the 

bibliography consulted. Only two out of the seventy-eight titles were inaccessible; both were 

recommended texts not located within the catalog. Around 60% of the titles on the “pro-life” list 

lacked a call number. Of the titles with a call number available, most were within the HQ call 

number range. Other call number ranges represented on the list were, H, JC, JK, KF, LD, QH, R, 

RA, RG, and Z. Publication dates for the titles were noted as well and ranged from 1975 to 2009. 

Out of the 78 titles, Jackson Library owned 14. 
 

Seventy titles were selected for the “pro-choice” list, of which twenty-five items were 

recommended by the bibliography. The majority of the items were identified via the catalog 

search. Three out of seventy were inaccessible; in one particular case an item was an e-book only 

accessible to one UNC system school and unavailable to rest of the consortium. Approximately 

70% of the 70 items have a call number attached. Many of the titles without a call number are 

accessible through InterLibrary Loan via WorldCat but did not provide a call number from the 

libraries that owned materials. Majority of the books identified were in the HQ call number 

range. Titles from the BR, KF, RA, RG ranges appeared on the list. Publication dates ranged 

from 1974 to 2013. Jackson Library owned 41 titles out of 70 identified. 
 
 

 

Limitations of the Diversity Assessment Tool 
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The lack of key pieces of information pertaining to the collection were major limitations 

to this particular study. Without the necessary information, the data collected by the tool can be a 

misrepresentation of the library's holdings and accessible materials. A shelf list is necessary for a 

comprehensive view of the materials already owned by the library. Acquisition information 

would be required to factor in any newly ordered or recently gifted materials into the Diversity 

Assessment tool. In addition to that, a collection development policy would be helpful in 

assessing a library's current approach to collection management. For this study, all of the 

aforementioned items were inaccessible. Having all of these items would be highly 

recommended to future studies or iterations of the Diversity Assessment tool. The study was 

restricted to relying on the online catalog to collect data without another way to counterbalance 

any shortcomings of the online system. Conducting a check of the catalog in publishing data 

provided in each book along with a shelf list would provide another method to collect data on the 

subject. 
 

Conclusions 

The results of the case study of Jackson Library are inconclusive. Without additional 

information that gives a clearer picture of the collection, the data gathered could be skewed. The 

tool developed for the study has the potential to be useful for similar studies under more ideal 

conditions. The Diversity Assessment tool, alongside the right information about a collection, 

can provided librarians with the raw data needed to make decisions about how to further build 

and maintain a diversity of perspectives within a collection. 
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