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Abstract 

This paper attempts to show that patron-driven acquisition (PDA) is a successful tool in an 

academic library facing decreasing budgets and increased demand on services.  PDA lowers 

acquisition and management costs of library resources, helps create well-balanced collections, 

and helps academic libraries achieve their goal of serving their target communities.  Academic 

library budget summaries from 2008 and 2018 provided by the American Library Association 

(ALA) were explored to view evidence of declining or flat academic library budgets throughout 

the nation and the increased demand on libraries to provide new services and technology.  The 

Jones (2011) article further highlights this point with information on higher education funding in 

Arizona.  Seven different PDA studies with the duration of study ranging from 15 months to 10 

years are examined in the paper to determine the cost savings, circulation statistics, and Library 

of Congress (LCH) subject categories reflected in the results.  These results show a positive 

correlation between PDA programs and lowering acquisition cost, building a balanced collection, 

and helping to achieve the fundamental goal of academic libraries.  The goals of the academic 

library is examined in the paper and how these PDA program results support these goals. 
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The Necessity of Patron Driven Acquisitions as a Component of Academic Libraries 

Research and studies in academic libraries regarding patron driven acquisitions (PDA) or 

demand driven acquisitions (DDA) have been increasing in the last decade in the attempt to find 

a solution to current budget issues within these institutions. An argument has been made that 

allowing patrons to select and build a collection, tangible or digital, may prove detrimental to 

building a well-balanced collection. Additionally, some academic librarians indicate that 

allowing the patron to build the collection diminishes the expertise of the librarian in appraising 

and selecting the collection and does not represent the purpose of the library as the gatekeeper in 

selecting the best resources. However, academic libraries are faced with declining budgets in all 

areas of operation including acquisitions and collection building while working with a growing 

demand for resources, technology and services.  Patron driven acquisitions are a necessary 

component in academic libraries as they save money in building collections, increase circulation 

and weed non-performing resources, help shape well-balanced collections, and fulfill the goal of 

the library to provide the resources that reflect the needs of their particular patron. 

Academic Library Budget Challenges 

 Limited space and flat financial resources have not decreased the demand for services on 

the academic library.  More services are increasingly being added in the form of “web 

development, open access institutional repositories, learning systems, digital humanities, and 

digital media production.” (American Library Association, 2018).  The decreasing or flat budget 

trend has been headed in this direction for a decade if not more as the need for new technology 

and services have increased as budgets have inversely declined. (American Library Association, 

2018).  In addition, academic libraries have committed to creating and implementing new 

coursework, such as writing courses, or creating new collaborative work spaces, maker-spaces 
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and social environments to serve their academic communities.  Meanwhile, ALA reported that 

on average, degree granting institutions spent over 5.5 million dollars on collection expenditures 

in 2018 with over 70% of that money being spent on journals and other ongoing commitments 

such as books and e-books. (American Library Association, 2018).  In Arizona, there was a 

$232.5 million reduction in higher education funding from 2009 to 2011 with continued 

reductions of $200 million in later years. (Jones, 2011, p. 767).  In this reduced budget climate, it 

is essential for the academic library to maintain services while efficiently continuing to serve the 

academic community by building and maintaining a balanced collection of resources.  PDA is a 

necessary component in the changing environment of academic libraries. 

Patron Driven Acquisition Results 

 One of the major long-term studies regarding PDA occurred at Purdue University 

between 2000-2009, and focused on both print versions of books and e-books at the academic 

library. (American Library Association, 2013).  The focus on this study was evaluating the 

model of purchasing books on demand and what the cost of that model was compared to inter-

library loans or the traditional librarian purchased books.  Additionally, the study measured 

circulation statistics between the two categories and also accounted for what subject category of 

books were purchased to determine if this would lead to an unbalanced acquisition program. 

 The study revealed that on a cost per usage (CPU) comparison, there could be substantial 

savings compared to traditional collection procedures.  Purdue continued their e-book PDA study 

between 2010-2012 and allowed for users to borrow e-books from a selection of titles provided 

by a vendor up to a set number of uses before triggering the automatic purchase of the book.  

This method allowed the library to avoid purchasing books that likely would not circulate, given 

that 33% of librarian selected books during the course of the study were never used, and it saved 
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the library over $41,000 compared to traditional librarian selected purchases. (American Library 

Association, 2013). 

 Brigham Young University conducted a PDA study that “measured cost, usage, and cost 

per use (CPU) and then evaluated the success of each of them by comparing them to the library’s 

traditional just-in-case purchasing model.” (Schroeder, 2012, p. 11).  The study was print and e-

book driven with the results being very positive for proponents of PDA.  CPU for the most 

expensive PDA category, faculty orders, was 11% more expensive than traditionally acquired 

books but had 4.9 circulations per resource as opposed to 2.1 per resource. (Schroeder, 2012, 

p.13).  During this time period, $5200 worth of traditionally purchased books had no circulation 

at all. (Schroeder, 2012, p.13).  When patrons had the opportunity to choose e-books for the 

collection the difference was even more pronounced.  The average CPU in the study for PDA e-

books was 18% lower than traditional librarian chosen e-books and had 13.75 times the usage 

rate over the life of the study. (Schroeder, 2012, p.13).  This study highlights the fact that PDA is 

an integral part of building the academic library collection while using fewer financial resources 

that can alternatively be earmarked for other library services. 

 When looking at the PDA studies from the perspective of building a balanced collection 

fitting the needs of the academic community, the analysis from Purdue shows that it is very 

successful.  The average number of circulations for PDA books from 2000-2009 was 4.116 

circulations compared to 2.410 for control books. (American Library Association, 2013). From a 

CPU perspective this can save an academic library money over the long term while allowing it to 

continue to offer the resources that researchers need.  Looking closer at the categories of the 

purchased books shows that books were separated into 27 different subjects, with the most 

popular category being only 8.6% of the purchased books with the mean being 3.7% of the books 
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purchased. (American Library Association, 2013).  Therefore, the collection was not becoming 

unbalanced by allowing patrons to choose titles, and the researchers determined that the patrons 

were in reality supplementing the collection where it was lacking needed resources that had been 

missed by traditional librarian acquisition methods. (American Library Association, 2013)   

 Other long-term studies have shown similar results in bringing down the relative cost of 

collection building, increasing circulation in the collection and building a varied resource 

collection to serve the community.  The University of Arkansas experimented with PDA in a 15-

month pilot program from June, 2012 to September, 2013. (Gilbertson, McKee & Salisbury, 

2014).  This study was an e-book study that was testing to determine the number of uses of 

purchased books, and also to determine the balance of the purchased books according to subject 

area.  This study had books purchased in 41 different subject categories and had 50% of 

purchased titles be used 5 or more times with only 5% of the titles only being used once. 

(Gilbertson et al., p. 16). 

Similarly, the California State Library Consortium launched an e-book PDA program for its 

23-campus system in an effort to control the cost of duplicate publication purchases while still 

offering a collection that catered to the needs of its 427,000 combined students. (Shepherd & 

Langston, 2013).  During this brief program, 17 different categories of books were purchased 

through the program allowing the total collection for the combined universities to deepen.  Each 

of the 23 universities had patrons purchase titles for the library, meaning each university had the 

opportunity to supplement the total collection and fill in any perceived missing elements. 

(Shepherd & Langston, 2013). 

  Finally, the University of Arizona Library started a PDA program in 2011 called On 

Demand Information Delivery (ODID) as a way to continue to offer a wide variety of books, 
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journals and e-books.  The results of this study, which lasted from July 2011 until December 

2013 were positive for proponents of PDA for many of the reasons highlighted in previous 

studies. (Dewland & See, 2014).  The goals of the study were defined as a way to increase access 

and titles in the collection and decrease the acquisition cost of the resources.  Both goals were 

achieved as they “added discovery records for more than 594,000 electronic and 46,000 print 

titles to the collection” (Dewland & See, 2014, p. 14) and the “program drastically decreased the 

acquisitions budget since roughly 10 percent of the e-books exposed and 14 percent of the print 

books exposed have been purchased.” (Dewland & See, 2014, p. 14).  Whereas these exposed 

books in the catalog may have been selected and purchased in the traditional collection building 

model, the PDA model only purchases books that will circulate because they are ordered by the 

patron that requests the book.  Indirectly, this means that the collection is more balanced towards 

the needs of the community at the University of Arizona as a book that is needed and will be 

used is a book that is ordered.  The traditional acquisition model would call for the librarian to 

guess what is needed and build the collection in that regard.  At UA Libraries, this traditional 

method of selection had 40% of the traditional collection materials that didn’t circulate, 

compared to purchased books circulating at a rate of 2.6 times per item in print purchased books. 

(Dewland & See, 2014, p. 18). 

Goals of the Academic Library 

 Several of the issues regarding the adaptation of a Patron Driven Acquisition model in 

academic libraries contain the argument that allowing the user to choose the materials in a 

collection will build unbalanced collections and that librarians are the only qualified 

professionals to choose the correct resources for the academic library.  Although there are some 

questions regarding how to structure PDA programs and when and how to purchase items, there 
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is a good deal of evidence that PDA programs are a valuable supplement to an academic library.  

Each of the studies highlighted above have been short term studies that have yielded results that 

contradict the unbalanced collection argument and the fact that library users cannot be beneficial 

in helping to build a resource collection. 

The prevailing description of the many PDA studies has included a metric to study which 

subject categories of titles were purchased in either print or e-book format.  Each university 

constructed their categorical metric in a different way, with different categories or subjects used 

to define the titles that were purchased, so it is difficult to compare the data.  However, no 

studies had any evidence of an unbalanced collection based using PDA.   Purdue University 

reported 27 different categories of titles purchased (American Library Association, 2013), the 

University of Arkansas reported titles in 41 separate categories (Gilbertson et al., p. 14), the 

California State Library Consortium reported 17 different categories of purchases (Shepherd & 

Langston, p. 38), while the University of Arizona reported “purchases in 155 different LC 

subject categories” (Dewland & See, 2014, p. 18), and a one-year study in 2009 at the University 

of Iowa had 54 Library of Congress classes and subclasses of titles purchased in the program. 

(Fischer, Wright, Clatanoff, Barton & Shreeves, 2012, p. 484). 

There are additional studies to support an equal distribution of purchases among 

categories in PDA programs.  The most impressive of these studies is a five-year long University 

of Nebraska-Lincoln University Libraries program that started in 2003 and showed a distribution 

of purchases over 256 Library of Congress classes and subclasses. (Tyler, Melvin, Epp & Kreps, 

2014, p. 687).  This study also attempted to compare the subject categories of titles purchased by 

librarians over the same time period in order to determine if the PDA patrons were purchasing 

titles in obscure subject categories and creating an unbalanced collection.  Over the five-year 
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period they determined that “patrons would appear to have been largely in agreement where 

ranking of classes/subclasses by books purchased.” (Tyler et al., p. 694).  If patrons are choosing 

to purchase titles that strongly correlate with what librarians choose to purchase, then the 

argument that only librarians are qualified to build resource collections at academic librarians is 

not merited. 

Librarians cannot be experts in each academic field and be current on best practices or 

research for every category of interest for their target population.  However, the goal of the 

academic librarian should be to provide the resources and meet the resource needs of their target 

community.  Some scholars feel that the educational mission of the academic library is different 

than this, and that the mission is to be the gatekeeper of the collection.  Walters writes that “PDA 

programs fail to support the broader educational mission of the university” (Walters, 2012, p. 

199) because “they emphasize the immediate delivery of information rather than the 

development of collections that meet the long-term needs of the institution.” (Walters, 2012, p. 

199).  Fister goes even further by stating that PDA “alters the fundamental nature of libraries” 

(Rapp, 2010) and that the goal of the library is to have a collection that is available for users 

“when needed”. (Rapp, 2010).  Results of PDA studies have shown us that this is not the case. 

 The fundamental goal of the academic library is to support the faculty and students that 

make up the academic community.  This goal is supported by providing the spaces and services 

that foster learning and research, and the resources to achieve this goal.  Part of those resources 

are the books, journals and library resources that are accessible.  All of the studies surrounding 

PDA programs indicate that the just-in-case approach leads to a large percentage of resources 

that are never used.  If shrinking budgets continue to be used on a multitude of resources that 

aren’t accessible or used, then that process takes away from the broader educational mission of 
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the library.  Budgets can’t support inefficiency, especially when they are tasked with more 

demand for services and less money.  Each PDA program has indicated that when users have the 

option to help build the collection, they purchase materials that are needed to supplement the 

collection because they are missing, and they use those selected materials more than when they 

are selected traditionally.  PDA components do not alter the nature of libraries, they supplement 

the mission and provide the materials that are needed by faculty and students now and in the 

future. 

      Conclusion 

 Decreased spending on higher education throughout the country and an increase in 

necessary services has led to a constraint on academic libraries that have caused them to seek 

ways of lowering expenditures on building and maintaining collections.  Building and 

maintaining collections has taken up a large majority of academic library budgets over the years 

as the cost of journal subscriptions have skyrocketed.  Many of these subscriptions are expensive 

and rarely used.  One way that academic libraries have managed the budget is by adding a Patron 

Driven Acquisition component to the library in an attempt to save financial resources, build a 

balanced collection, and serve the local academic community by providing relevant, accessible 

titles.  Academic libraries over the last two decades have implemented studies on PDA on print 

and e-book resources that have proven to be an important addition to their library services.  

These programs have saved collection dollars because universities have purchased less material 

that is rarely used and more materials that circulate, they have helped build balanced collections 

in a large variety of Library of Congress subject headings, and they have supported the academic 

mission by giving the target community what they need and want. 
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