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There is general agreement that the 1996 ARL Interlibrary Loan (ILL) and Document Delivery 
(DD) Performance Measures study resulted in significant improvements in the operations of 
interlibrary loan departments. Based on that experience, in 2002, members of the ARL Statistics 
and Measurement Committee encouraged a follow-up study to see whether departments had 
become more efficient and whether costs had been reduced or further contained. The committee 
also encouraged this new study as a way to demonstrate how benchmarking data can be used to 
improve the cost-effectiveness of library operations. This study of ILL/DD services in 72 North 
American research, college, and governmental libraries updates and expands the 1996 study and, 
importantly, adds a component measuring user-initiated (unmediated) interlibrary loan and 
document delivery. 

According to the new report, user-initiated ILL/DD operations provide better service than 
mediated ILL/DD services. In most cases, user-initiated services have lower unit costs, higher fill 
rates, and faster turnaround times than mediated services.  



The report also compares performance of the mediated ILL/DD operations of the 44 ARL member 
libraries that participated in this study and in the 1996 study and found that, when adjusted for 
inflation, borrowing unit costs in research libraries have decreased 19% and lending unit costs 
dropped 13%. Turnaround time for mediated borrowing dropped by about 50% since the 1996 
study. 

The report details characteristics of high-performing mediated operations and lays out strategies 
for how libraries may improve local performance that center around increasing the use of user-
initiated services, reducing turnaround time, and using appropriate staffing levels. To assist ILL 
managers in understanding the findings and applying these strategies, ARL will conduct 
workshops on evaluating performance with further analyses of local practices and implementing 
the changes recommended in the study. 
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