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The Impact of Documentation 
on the Research Library* 

LOUIS CANTER 
Librarian, The Johns Hopkins University, Applied Physics Laboratory, 

Silver Spring, Maryland* * 

w E ARE ALL FAMILIAR with the 
great size and rapid growth of 

technical report literature in the past 
dozen years. I t  has been estimated that 
these research reports, mainly a phe- 
nomenon of government-sponsored re- 
search, are being issued at the rate of 
about seventy-five thousand a year.' 

Each research library, obviously, is 
concerned with these documents only 
when they relate to the work of its own 
organization. But even with this limita- 
tion, research libraries are adding these 
reports to their collections at the rate 
of several thousands annually. 

In my own organization, The Johns 
Hopkins University Applied Physics 
Laboratory, for example, our reports 
acquisitions number some five thousand 
titles a year, with our total collection 
currently amount ing t o  over for ty  
thousand separate titles. And the size 
of our reports collection is a modest 
one when we consider the libraries of 
several of the large government re- 
search laboratories whose document 
holdings number in the hundreds of 
 thousand^.^ 

When we add to this document ac- 
tivity the knowledge that at least fifty 
per cent of all unpublished government 
research reports issued come under the 
category of military security classified 
inf~rmation,~ and that the classified 
holdings of some research libraries range 
as high as eighty per cent of their total 

*Based on an address presented at a meet- 
ing of the Connecticut Valley Chapter, Special 
Libraries Association, in Hartford, Connecti- 
cut, on November 19, 1953. 

**Operating under contract NOrd 7386 
with the Bureau of Ordnance, Department of 
the Navy. 

collection4 (all of which are subject to 
military security regulations that re- 
strict their availabil i ty)? the adept 
handling of these research reports be- 
comes a very challenging task indeed. 
These documents in order to be of value 
must be processed in a systematic and 
expeditious manner so as to be readily 
available for dissemination to the libra- 
ry's clientele. 

A research organization, such as my 
own, also produces reports and often 
the task of distributing these reports is 
given to the librarian to administer. It 
is usually assumed that the existence of 
these internal reports will also be re- 
corded in a systematic and expeditious 
manner so that they will be readily 
available for purposes of reference and 
future distribution. 

To this entire range of document ac- 
tivity-from the creation of recorded 
knowledge to its publication, dissemina- 
tion, storage, organization, and use - 
the name of documentation has been 
a p ~ l i e d . ~  

There are some individuals engaged 
in technical information activities who 
would limit the scope of the above de- 
finition of documentation by not includ- 
ing the production or distribution of 
documents, stating that these activities 
necessarily fall within the province of 
the publishing field; and there are 
others who would claim that the re- 
maining functions - those of acquisi- 
tion, storage, organization and use- 
properly fall within the field of special 
librarianship. And there are still others 
who would argue that it is the area in 
which these two fields overlap that 
should rightfully be designated as the 
realm of doc~mentation.~ 



However, whether we limit our de- 
finition or not, whether we propose to 
look upon documentation as simply a 
word, a trend, a movement or a new 
vocation, the fact remains that docu- 
mentation is still very much with us. 

Report literature, at first was handled 
by the research librarian with varying 
degrees of success. I t  was soon discov- 
ered that these documents did not lend 
themselves easily to being identified as 
conventional library materials; nor did 
these documents easily respond to the 
treatment afforded by the Dewey Deci- 
mal or Library of Congress classifica- 
tion systems; nor were the available 
subject heading lists sufficiently com- 
prehensive or sufficiently up-to-date for 
the very specific indexing that these 
documents required. 

Re-Evaluation 
Furthermore, when these technical 

reports first made their impact in great 
numbers on the research library, and 
users of these reports first made their 
impatient demands for this material, it 
became very apparent to the research 
librarian that a sudden shift in em- 
phasis had occurred. The materials that 
had once been considered ephemeral, 
that had been relegated to the vertical 
file collection, usually without the de- 
tailed processing accorded to books and 
periodicals, now required more precise 
and more thorough and more imme- 
diate bibliographic organization than 
library materials had ever received be- 
fore. I t  was inevitable that a re-evalu- 
ation of the traditional methods of 
librarianship should occur. Mortimer 
Taube described this situation very 
graphically at the Special Libraries As- 
sociation annual meeting in 1952.8 

The new literature revealed itself to 
be different in several ways. One pe- 
culiarity was that these documents ar- 
rived in the library in great numbers 
and in many cases without their being 
requested. Being placed on an organi- 
zation's mailing list in order to have its 
research reports sent to you as soon as 
issued was, and continues to be, a pri- 
mary method of acquiring this type of 

information. While it is sometimes diffi- 
cult to be put on an organization's docu- 
ments mailing list, it is also true that 
it is often impossible to be taken off. 

Another peculiarity of these research 
reports is that they are for the most 
part available free, yet when they are 
not received automatically, and are 
needed, they are frequently quite diffi- 
cult to obtain. These documents are not 
usually found listed in the standard pe- 
riodical indexes; there is no union list 
of documents that can be consulted, nor 
a work comparable to the Cumulative 
Book Index or Books in Print when re- 
port identification is needed for order- 
ing purposes. Several organizations, how- 
ever, publish indexes of their reports, 
and while their listings of unclassified 
reports are easily obtainable, their list- 
ings of classified documents, if they 
exist at all, are available only through 
mil i tary  channels  on an  approved 
"need-to-know" basis. 

A further peculiarity of these reports 
is that since they are for the most part 
issued by the Department of Defense 
agencies and their contractors, it is 
sometimes difficult to determine their 
precise origin. This is true especially 
when the names of the military agency 
or agencies, the contractor, and possibly 
the subcontractor to a prime contractor, 
all appear on the cover of the report to 
receive credit for the work accomplish- 
ed and, in so far as the librarian is con- 
cerned, to complicate determination of 
of its origin. There is also the other ex- 
treme where a report is received with 
no originating agency identification on 
it whatsoever. 

Occasionally instructions are given 
inside the report on where to write for 
additional copies. This important item 
of information is not usually found in a 
bibliographic reference to the report it- 
self and quite often further delays its 
acquisition. The difficulties and frustra- 
tions encountered in obtaining research 
reports are numerous. 

When the housing of these reports 
had to be considered, it was discovered 
that it was necessary to depart from 
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conventional library shelving and make 
use of lock-type filing cabinets or fire- 
proof vault rooms with shelves. Some 
libraries, however, have managed to ar- 
range the unclassified reports that are 
issued in a uniform series on their reg- 
ular library shelves. In other cases, in 
order to comply with security regula- 
tions for highly classified material, even 
separate and more rigidly secured col- 
lections have to be maintained apart 
from the regular report collection it- 
self. Since these document collections 
are not usually conducive to browsing, 
nor in many organizations would it be 
permitted, often all classified and un- 
classified reports are stored together in 
one collection in order to simplify and 
make uniform the filing process. 

Arrangement 
The arrangement of these reports 

varies from organization to organiza- 
tion. The two most popular methods of 
filing are ( 1 )  by source or originating 
agency of the document, and ( 2 )  by 
consecutive accession or serial number. 

In my own organization, we house 
our collection in five-drawer lock-type 
filing cabinets and file the documents 
by accession number. It was not always 
thus. Up to two and one-half years ago 
our  reports, then  number ing some 
twenty-five thousand titles were filed by 
source. Because this method began to 
break down under the size of our col- 
lection and the demands made upon it, 
we instituted an intensive conversion 
program and within six months had 
our collection changed over to its pres- 
ent accession number filing arrange- 
ment. 

The advantages that had been an- 
ticipated under the new filing system 
were more than realized. Immediately 
many of the problems that had plagued 
us under the source arrangement were 
eliminated. Under the new system no 
previous knowledge or experience is 
necessary in order to file correctly our 
great variety of incoming documents. 
They are simply filed in accession num- 
ber sequence. 

Formerly under the "source" method, 

a decision had to be made as to the 
originator of each document before it 
could be filed. This decision was often 
difficult to make, but once made had 
to be adhered to each time the docu- 
ment was returned to the files and also 
each time another document was re- 
ceived from the same source. Among 
other things, in deciding where to file a 
document, one had to be constantly 
careful to distinguish contractors from 
their military sponsors as the issuing 
agency; not to confuse one agency with 
another where names were very similar; 
and to be on the watch for changes in 
the name of an organization, especially 
the military, so that their reports would 
still be filed together. Such problems as 
these were eliminated entirely by serial 
number filing. 

Another advantage is that maximum 
use is made of our space. Each cabinet 
is filled to capacity and new reports are 
added on to the end of our collection. 
There is no need to allocate expansion 
space within the filing cabinets for the 
anticipated arrival of future reports as 
was necessary before. Not only do we 
eliminate "dead space" under our ac- 
cession number filing system, but also 
we no longer have to shift reports from 
one cabinet to another in order to make 
room for material to be added within 
the collection. 

Serial number filing has led to an 
easier method for our laboratory per- 
sonnel to request reports as well as an 
easier method for our filling these re- 
quests. Since consecutive serial num- 
bers are carried on our accessions lists, 
requests come in simply using these 
numbers for identification of the re- 
ports desired, and we can withdraw 
them directly from our files. 

Under the former method, requests 
were made entirely by giving source 
and description of the report, and this 
information usually had to be checked 
in the card catalog for accuracy before 
searching the files. Aside from requiring 
the expenditure of less effort on the 
part of the requester of a document, 
our new method of serial number identi- 
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fication almost completely eliminates 
any possibility of security compromise. 

We found that the chief disadvantage 
of serial number filing is that reports 
issued in series, i.e., progress reports, 
etc., are scattered throughout the col- 
lection instead of being kept together 
as would be the case if filed by source. 
However, if the reports are needed in 
this manner, they can be withdrawn 
from the files after obtaining the acces- 
sion numbers from the card catalog. 
This normally results in only a slight 
delay. 

I t  should also be mentioned that our 
internal reports, i.e., those produced by 
the Applied Physics Laboratory, con- 
tinue to be filed in report number ar- 
rangement in separate five-drawer filing 
cabinets for the various series of reports 
that we issue. By taking an active part 
in the production of the Applied Physics 
Laboratory's reports, we try to insure 
compliance with some of our catalog- 
ing needs, such as having a report num- 
ber assigned to every report, using the 
same title on the cover that is on the 
title page, and listing information neces- 
sary for bibliographic identification. 

Our reports collection, seventy-five 
per cent of which consists of classified 
reports, is set up apart from our regular 
technical library of published books and 
periodicals. Each has its own staff and 
maintains separate catalogs and biblio- 
graphic aids. However, both are inte- 
grated administratively and operation- 
ally since they are under the direction 
of the same supervisor. Close coopera- 
tion is maintained in order to avoid un- 
necessary duplication in the handling 
of unclassified literature and in render- 
ing reference service. 

Some libraries vary this practice and 
house their unclassified reports together 
with their books and periodicals, still 
maintaining, however, a separate cat- 
alog and a separate storage area for 
their classified reports. Under this ar- 
rangement some integration of library 
services is achieved by using the same 
personnel for handling and processing 
both types of literature. 

Another practice is to separate the 
reports files into two collections, one 
containing unclassified and confidential 
documents (which often represents the 
large majority of the reports received), 
and the other, smaller collection, con- 
taining only those documents classified 
secret. 

Thus the requirements dictated by 
security regulations and security con- 
trols and the necessary compartment- 
alization of classified reports collections 
have greatly altered the physical ap- 
pearance as well as the functions of the 
research library. 

I t  did not take long to discover that 
the descriptive cataloging of these re- 
search reports called for further de- 
partures from conventional library prac- 
tice. New elements of identification such 
as issuing agency, contracting agency, 
report number, contract number, and 
security classification appeared to be 
of major cataloging importance; and, 
while the usual entries of title, individ- 
ual author, date, and so on, were also 
necessary, it was found that the thor- 
ough bibliographic information and col- 
lation entries normally used for exam- 
ple, on the Library of Congress cards, 
were not required. 

Subject Headings 
I t  was also discovered that the gen- 

eral subject headings that were custom- 
arily assigned to books and periodicals 
were inadequate for the indexing of re- 
search reports. A more intensive sub- 
ject approach was demanded by the 
users of this material. There was early 
recognition of this shortcoming by the 
larger research libraries, and detailed 
subject heading lists on technical sub- 
jects began to appear. 

In 1947 the Office of Technical Ser- 
vices of the Department of Commerce 
p u b  1 is h e d i t s  Subject Headings for 
Technical Libraries, which was based 
on an earlier work issued in 1946 by 
the Office of Research and Inventions 
of the U. S. Navy. 

The Technical Information Division 
of the Library of Congress in 1952 is- 
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