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Bibliographic Access for 

Microform Collections 

Bibliographic access to individual titles in microform collections is a problem. 
Neither the Library of Congress nor most micropublishers fully analyze these 
collections. Individual libraries cannot afford to do so either. But without 
author and title access, these collections are not very useful. Full analytics for 
microform collections have been called for but no effort yet has been success
jul. The author suggests that libraries abandon full cataloging in favor of 
indexing, using the information provided by micropublishers. While a na
tional index to the contents of microform collections would be best, an alterna
tive for local libraries would be to create their own COM index. 

PROVIDING bibliographic access for micro
forms is a growing problem. As long as mi
croforms reproduce monographs, serials, or 
government documents, they can be cata
loged like the original. But because micro
publishers are producing collections on mi
croform containing hundreds or thousands of 
individual titles, bibliographic control has 
become almost impossible. 1 The problem is 
that "all the items are effectively hidden from 
discovery by users unless a separate card, or 
analytic, is filed for each one."2 Yet most li
braries have been unable to provide such con
trol. E. Dale Cluff found that "most libraries 
are handling major microform sets on an ad 
hoc basis. "3 They are not fully cataloging in
dividual items in a microform collection, but 
rather are treating the collection as a single 
work. 4 

Libraries are not fully analyzing their mi
croform collections partly because the Li
brary of Congress does not. Gloria Hsia, chief 
of the Cataloging Publications Division at 
LC, says that "the Library simply does not 
have the staff resources to prepare the ana
lytics that are so desirable for such sets. "5 No 
individual library has sufficient staff either to 
fully catalog microform collections. June 
Thompson, in her study of eighteen Cana
dian university libraries, found that "the 
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number of titles in a single collection can be 
almost as large as the yearly book intake of 
some of the reporting libraries. "6 

Sometimes micropublishers provide cata
log cards, but libraries often do not use them 
because of filing costs and limited catalog 
space. 7 Another reason libraries are reluctant 
to use these cards is that they require "exten
sive revision and it is indeed questionable if a 
library should provide either the card catalog 
space or the personnel needed to revise and 
file such cards. "8 Probably because libraries 
are not buying their cards and because of the 
expense of producing them, most micro
publishers are not providing catalog cards for 
their collections. Of the eighty-one micro
form projects reviewed by Microform Re
view in 1978, only six had cards. 

Without access to individual items, impor
tant material contained in these large micro
form collections will not be read "simply be
cause [users] will never know what is in 
them."9 What C. Edward Carroll found for 
research materials is that "in those libraries 
where control is more complete, that is, 
where microforms are cataloged in tpe same 
manner as are other library materials- the 
use is equal to the use of other materials. "10 

Since most libraries are not fully catalog
ing their microform collections, reference li
brarians have improvised. In the absence of 
traditional bibliographical control, "the bur
den of informing library users of the avail-



ability of microform collections has fallen on 
reference librarians."11 At the University of 
North Carolina-Chapel Hill (UNC) the ref
erence librarians have compiled two note
books to assist them in providing information 
on the library's holdings in microform. One 
notebook, "Microform Series: A Guide to 
Collections and Series in Microforms," lists 
the general title of the collections, the source, 
entry in the card catalog, if author/title ana
lytics are filed, bibliographical tools of assis
tance, and call number. The second, "Micro
forms: Listings of Titles in Series," contains 
titles of individual items for some of the col
lections from packing lists, catalogs, bro
chures, or typed lists. The problem with this 
approach is that the information is not com
plete for every collection and each collection 
has to be consulted to locate an individual 
title. This is a time-consuming way to deter
mine if a title wanted is held in a microform 
collection. 

Fully analyzing microform collections has 
been proposed for the past seventeen years. In 
1962 Wesley Simonton, following his study of 
bibliographic control of microforms, recom
mended that "every effort be made to develop 
cooperative or centralized analytic catalog
ing for multiple-title micropublishing proj
ects."12 Felix Reichmann and Josephine 
Tharpe echoed his conclusion in 1972. "The 
descriptive cataloging of microforms ... 
should be practically identical with the cata
loging of the original except for notes identi
fying the item as microimage. "13 Reichmann 
and Tharpe recommended that the Library 
of Congress should include analytics for mi
croforms in the MARC project and that "a 
detailed cost and feasibility study of a 
machine-readable index for analytics of se
ries in microforms should be made. "14 Their 
analytics are essentially full cataloging. "The .. 
basic bibliographic record for each title in the 
microsets contains . . . author headings . . . 
subjects ... short title, editor or translator 
. . . edition, imprint date, publisher, set 
number and item number within the set and 
unique number within the set."15 

Sharing of analytic cataloging for micro
form collections has also been proposed. In 
1974 E. Dale Cluff suggested that libraries 
that had fully cataloged their microform col
lections be identified so their cataloging 
could be made available to other libraries. A 
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more successful attempt to provide informa
tion about completed cataloging for micro
form collections is the METRO Survey by 
William Myrick. This survey of the New York 
Metropolitan Reference and Research 
Agency and ARL members lists the guides to 
microform collections that members have 
produced. METRO is also serving as a clear
inghouse for other libraries to make known 
their cataloging for microforms. 16 And in the 
fall of 1978 the ARL Task Force on National 
Library Network Development proposed to 
the ARL Board that an office in ARL be cre
ated "for a three year period to organize and 
coordinate a national program which would 
develop a cooperative program for retrospec
tive cataloging of microforms."17 

The problem with these approaches is the 
assumption that microform collections must 
be fully analyzed. While it is evident that 
access to individual items in microform col
lections is essential, it may not be possible to 
describe completely each item. The sheer vol
ume of these collections has prevented the Li
brary of Congress, micropublishers, and aca
demic libraries from fully cataloging them. 
No library has the staff, which in some cases 
might have to be doubled, to put the collec
tion on a microform reader, establish the 
main entry, assign subject headings, and de
scribe each work. The need for additional 
catalog cabinets has also inhibited full cata
loging. Perhaps, then, it is time to reexamine 
our approach of full analytic cataloging for 
microform collections. 

I suggest that cataloging be abandoned for 
indexing. While full cataloging is expensive, 
indexing could be done easily and quickly be
cause most micropublishers already provide 
this information. Robert Asleson observed 
that "more and more micropublishers are 
constructing and publishing indexes which 
add value to the film copy by making access 
easier. "18 This conclusion is supported by an 
examination of the microform projects evalu
ated by Microform Review in 1978. Of the 
eighty-one projects reviewed, guides or bibli
ographies were available for fifty-five. Those 
projects for which guides were not available 
were catalogs, bibliographies, dictionaries, 
documents, and manuscripts for which 
guides may not be appropriate or were on 
microfiche that had eye-legible headers. Mi
cropublishers are providing guides because 
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they are aware that their indexing is "an im
portant sales tool" from which "the end user 
may . . . benefit. "19 

Librarians are also encouraging micro
publishers to provide bibliographical infor
mation by refusing to purchase collections 
without it. 20 Robert Grey Cole advises that 
"if essential internal and external biblio
graphical controls are not provided for spe
cific micropublications, then libraries should 
not buy them. "21 Librarians agree that it is 
the responsibility of micropublishers to sup
ply indexing. Robert Blackburn believes that 
"the company or the institution responsible 
for the reproduction of the collection should 
issue with the reproduction as part of the 
cost, a bibliography or list of the items repre
sented in sufficient fullness to be adaptable to 
the individual needs of each purchaser. "22 It 
seems likely, then, that micropublishers will 
continue to provide indexing to their collec
tions because librarians expect it. 

But the problem with the indexing sup
plied by the micropublishers is that it needs to 
be put into some order. There is no compre
hensive author or title index to the individual 
items for all collections. Consequently, in 
trying to locate a particular item in a collec
tion, reference librarians may have to look 
through several publishers' catalogs, guides, 
or brochures. Without an author-and-title 
index, acquisitions staff cannot easily deter
mine if an out-of-print book they are trying to 
obtain is already held in the collection in a 
microform edition. The same problem exists 
for interlibrary loan staff. Some of the mate
rial being borrowed from other libraries may 
be held in a microform collection in the li
brary, but it is too time-consuming to try to 
verify this. Collection development staff, 
too, in trying to determine whether certain 
materials should be purchased, would find it 
useful to know what is already held in micro
form. Both librarians and users need an index 
to items in microform collections, and this 
would be little more than an organization of 
the bibliographical information supplied by 
the micropublishers. 

The most comprehensive index would be 
one that included all of the microform collec
tions that have been published. The model 
for such an index could be Baer's Titles in 
Series. Some collections could be excluded 
from the index. Collections based on stan-

dard bibliographies could be listed with a 
note to consult the bibliography for informa
tion on the contents. Collections of govern
ment documents, ERIC documents, and sim
ilar collections that are already indexed could 
also be excluded. This index could have three 
parts: an author index, a title index, and an 
index under the general title of the collection 
where the contents of each collection would 
be listed. An entry could include author, ti
tle, original date of publication, title of the 
collection, and reel or microfiche number. 
The index could be annotated by reference 
staff to give call numbers for those collections 
held in the local library. 

An index to the contents of microform col
lections would have the greatest value if it 
could be produced nationally and updated 
regularly. A logical publisher of such a tool is 
Microform Review, Inc., already producing 
Microform Review, Guide to Microforms in 
Print, and Microform Publishers Trade List 
Annual. The first edition of the index might 
include only those collections, according to 
some definition, contained in Microform 
Publishers Trade List Annual. Subsequent 
editions could be expanded to include older 
collections, and libraries could be encour
aged to supply Microform Review, Inc., with 
their lists and guides prepared for those col
lections. 

The production of such an index could be 
aided if micropublishers adopt standards for 
the information they provide in their guides 
and bibliographies. In 1977, the Subcommit
tee on Bibliographical Control of Microforms 
of the Micropublishing Committee of ALA 
proposed that "a strategy for bringing micro
forms into the national system for biblio
graphic control of library materials ... in
clude . . . establishing stanqards for the 
format of bibliographic information to be in
cluded in commercial listings of micro
forms."23 The ARL Task Force on National 
Library Network Development has also pro
posed that "the bibliographic control of mi
croforms provided by publishers"24 be im
proved. If microform publishers could be 
encouraged to produce their guides accord
ing to standards and in machine-readable 
format, then the production of an index 
would be much easier. Such an index may 
itself encourage more micropublishers to pro
vide guides so that their collections will be 



indexed. Whether or not a collection is in
cluded in the index might be a considerable 
factor affecting the sales of microform collec
tions. 

Like all national solutions to bibliographi
cal control of microforms, the production of 
such an index will take a long time to imple
ment or may never occur. In the meantime, 
libraries have to turn to local solutions. By 
using information already available in the li
brary, it should be possible for many libraries 
to create a local index to the contents of their 
microform collections similar to that for se
rial holdings. At the University of North 
Carolina-Chapel Hill, information for such 
an index is contained in notebooks in human
ities reference listing contents of many micro
form collections; on analytic cards in the 
shelflist for several microform collections; 
and in bibliographies and guides provided by 
microform publishers. Excluding those col
lections based on a standard bibliography 
that provides contents information, ERIC 
and government documents that have their 
own indexing, and periodicals and newspa
pers that are included in the serials list, about 
forty-two already-cataloged microform col
lections at UNC could be included in such an 
index. Of the nineteen collections at UNC not 
yet cataloged, fourteen have guides or bibli
ographies giving contents information. One 
of the collections without a guide is a bibliog
raphy, and a contents listing may not be 
needed. The remaining four collections are 
on microfiche and the contents are available 
from the eye-legible headers. 

A COM catalog would be an easy and effi
cient way to make the contents of microform 
collections known to library users and staff. 
The idea of a COM catalog listing the indi
vidual items in microform collections is not a 
new one, though earlier proposals called for 
full analytic cataloging. In 1972 Reichmann 
and Tharpe proposed that a study "of a 
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machine-readable index for analytics of se
ries in microforms should be made. "25 In 
1978 Carroll reaffirmed this: "I suggest that 
we consider going to a COM catalog while 
we wait further developments in on-line sys
tems."26 

To produce a COM catalog of the contents 
of microform collections for a library like 
UNC, it would be necessary to obtain a ter
minal, to arrange for the use of programmer 
time, computer time, and COM equipment 
at the campus computer center and to pro
vide student or clerical time at the library to 
input the records at the terminal. Records for 
the contents could initially include only six 
pieces· of information: author, title, general 
title of the collection, original date of publi
cation, call number, and microfiche or reel 
number. However, they should be input in a 
MARC-compatible format so that if full ana
lytic c'\taloging records became available, 
the contents records could be more easily up
graded and integrated with an online data
base. 

Staff time devoted to bibliographic control 
of microforms for the library as a whole may 
not increase with the production of a COM 
catalog. Inputting the contents records that 
basically would be transcribed from infor
mation provided by publishers' guides, bibli
ographies, and catalogs could be done by stu
dent or clerical staff. Perhaps this could be a 
joint project between reference and catalog
ing departments. Some professional time 
may be needed for analyzing a few collec
tions and for editing the COM catalog. But 
time spent by reference librarians in trying to 
locate materials on microform for users, and 
time spent by acquisitions, interlibrary loan, 
and collection development staff in trying to 
determine if the library holds particular 
items .on microform, should be substantially 
reduced with an author-and-title index to mi
croform collections. 
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