
'Librarians are sweet and 
helpful, but the libraries are 
run-down and decrepit.. /
W hile  most of us w ou ld  agree 

w ith  the 'sw eet and help fu l' 
part of this quote, w e  w ou ld  

p rob ab ly  be ve ry  uncom fortab le  w ith  the 
'run-down and decrepit' part. The com m ent 
was m ade by one of the respondents to a 
m ajor, nation-w ide survey of the experi
ence researchers have accessing books to 
support their w ork . The survey report, 
Looking for books: a report on access to re
search monographs by academics and 
higher-degree researchers at Australian uni
versity libraries, com m issioned by the N a 
tional L ib rary 's  Austra lian  Lib rary 
Co llections Task Force, was written by Pro
fessor Leon Cantrell from the Un ivers ity  of 
W este rn  Sydney, w h o  is a m em ber of the 
Task Force.

A cad em ics  and researchers from the 
departments of English and Psycho logy (or 
eq u iva len t), at all A ustra lian  universities 
w ere  surveyed to determ ine how  w e ll their 
library's monograph collection met their re
search needs, and the nature of any prob
lems they experienced . Responses to the 
survey w e re  rece ived  from over 270 a ca 
dem ics throughout Austra lia , p rovid ing  a 
very com prehensive set of views.

A p p rox im ate ly  fifty per cent of re
spondents indicated that their university li
brary 's m onograph co llec tion  w as insuffi
c ient to support higher than undergraduate 
research. Those academ ics working in new  
or highly-specialised fields, or w ho  were lo
cated  at new er and regional universities, 
experienced  add itiona l d ifficu lties. This 
brings into question the current ab ility  of 
som e acad em ic  libraries to support the 
w id e  range of subjects pursued at their in
stitutions. In the forward to the report, the 
director-general of the National Library, jan 
Fullerton wrote:

'The results of the survey provide hard 
evidence to support what many know 
—  that despite the best effort of librar
ies, researchers at a range of Australian 
universities experience considerable 
difficulties accessing sufficient materials 
in their specific subject areas to support 
advanced research. These conclusions 
are consistent with one of the themes of 
the Government's recent Green Paper, 
N e w  know ledge, new  opportunities, 
and is discussed in this report by Profes
sor Cantrell.'

The results of the survey also provide 
specific information about the services that

libraries provide. It is clear that inter-library 
loans are ve ry  im portant in ensuring that 
researchers can  access the m aterial they 
need. O ve r thirty-five per cent of English 
and twenty-two per cent of Psycho logy re
searchers use inter-library loans more than 
six times per year to access books in A us
tralia . Use of overseas inter-library loans 
appears to be minor, how ever, w ith many 
respondents reporting zero usage. W h ile  
over twenty-six per cent of English and sev
enteen per cent of Psycho logy researchers 
reported that they had no problem s w ith  
inter-library loan services, a num ber of 
problems w ere raised by other respondents. 
Apart from cost and speed of delivery, re
spondents cited too short loan periods, in
su ffic ient inform ation about the status of 
inter-library loan requests and insufficient 
inform ation about the contents of books 
being ordered.

The survey found that academ ics, and 
other researchers, expected that problems 
re lating  to access to books w ou ld  be ad 
dressed through electron ic  means.

Suggestions to im prove access to 
monographs included:

• e lec tro n ic  access to inform ation about 
books held by Australian libraries;

• user-initiated interlibrary loans; and,

• on line access to tables of contents and to 
the contents of books themselves.

Looking for books p rovides the first 
Australia-w ide ove rv iew  of the experiences 
of a sample of users accessing monographs. 
Professor C an tre ll's  w ork  in this area is a 
good exam ple of ho w  co-operation be
tw een  academ ics and librarians can be a 
pow erfu l m echan ism  to im prove library 
access to research m ateria ls. The report 
con c lu d es  w ith  a series of recom m enda 
tions for the academ ic and library com m u
nities: it is c le a r that both com m unities 
must share the solutions to the issues raised 
in this report.

Copies of the report are ava ilab le  from 
the N ational Library of Australia, and co m 
ments on the findings can be directed either 
to Professor Cantre ll at the U n ive rs ity  of 
W estern  Sydney on 02 9772 6600 or Paula 
W illiam s  at the National Library of Australia 
on 02 6262 1481 [pw illiam s@ n la .gov .au ]. 
A dd itional inform ation about the w ork of 
the A ustra lian  L ib rary  C o llec tio n s  Task 
Fo rce is a va ila b le  from  the N L A  w ebsite: 
http://www.nla.gov.au/niac/auscoll/. ■
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