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SPEC
SUPPORTING EFFECTIVE LIBRARY MANAGEMENT FOR OVER TWENTY YEARS

 Committed to assisting research and academic libraries in the continuous improvement of management 
systems, OLMS has worked since 1970 to gather and disseminate the best practices for library needs. As part 
of its committment, OLMS maintains an active publications program best known for its SPEC Kits. Through 
the OLMS Collaborative Research/Writing Program, librarians work with ARL staff to design SPEC surveys 
and write publications. Originally established as an information source for ARL member libraries, the SPEC 
series has grown to serve the needs of the library community worldwide.

WHAT ARE SPEC KITS?

 Published six times per year, SPEC Kits contain the most valuable, up-to-date information on the latest 
issues of concern to libraries and librarians today. They are the result of a systematic survey of ARL member 
libraries on a particular topic related to current practice in the field. Each SPEC Kit contains an executive 
summary of the survey results (previously printed as the SPEC Flyer); survey questions with tallies and 
selected comments; the best representative documents from survey participants, such as policies, procedures, 
handbooks,  guidelines, websites, records, brochures, and statements; and a selected reading list—both in 
print and online sources—containing the most current literature available on the topic for further study.

SUBSCRIBE TO SPEC

 Subscribers tell us that the information contained in SPEC Kits is valuable to a variety of users, both inside 
and outside the library. SPEC purchasers use the documentation found in SPEC Kits as a point of departure 
for research and problem solving because they lend immediate authority to proposals and set standards for 
designing programs or writing procedure statements. SPEC Kits also function as an important reference tool 
for library administrators, staff, students, and professionals in allied disciplines who may not have access 
to this kind of information.
 SPEC Kits can be ordered directly from the ARL Publications Distribution Center. To order, call (301) 
362-8196, fax (301) 206-9789, email <pubs@arl.org>, or go to <http://www.arl.org/pubscat/index.html>. 
 Information on SPEC and other OLMS products and services can be found on the ARL website at <http://
www.arl.org/olms/infosvcs.html>. The website for SPEC is <http://www.arl.org/spec/index.html>. The 
executive summary or flyer for each kit after December 1993 can be accessed free of charge at the SPEC 
website.
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Introduction
 For many research libraries, increased access to elec-
tronic information has resulted in increased demand for 
printing services because many library users like the 
capability to print the results of online searches, copies 
of full-text documents, and PDF versions of electronic 
journal articles. And although research and education 
deal increasingly with electronic information, paper 
output is still desirable for some functions. Consequently, 
managing printing services can be a significant activity for 
research libraries. When libraries decide to purchase new 
computer workstations, they usually need to decide what 
to do about printing.
 The impetus for this investigation was a short, informal 
survey of ARL directors in the fall of 1997 in which over 
80% of the respondents indicated that they were charg-
ing or planning to charge for printing in some way. This 
development was in stark contrast to the results presented 
in SPEC Kit 183, Provision of Computer Printing Capabili-
ties to Library Patrons, April 1992, in which seven out of 77 
libraries indicated that they charged for printing.
 The SPEC survey for this Kit was distributed to ARL 
members in the fall of 1999. The survey was designed to 
gather information on how ARL libraries currently pro-
vide printing services to their users and how the costs of 
those services are covered. Of the 122 members surveyed, 
62 answered this survey, for a response rate of 51% of 
the membership. Included in the responses was informa-
tion on main, law, medical, and branch or other campus 
libraries, representing Canadian, national, U.S. private, 
and U.S. state research libraries. Of those responding to 
the survey, only one library indicated it did not provide 
printing capabilities for all or some of the public com-
puter workstations within library buildings. The library 
landscape for printing has changed dramatically in the 
last decade, as this SPEC Kit shows.

Policies
 The ubiquitous nature of printing in research librar-
ies can be first seen in the responses to the question on 
policies. Since nearly two-thirds of the institutions re-
ported no written policy statement (39 respondents), the 
reader might assume that printing is so commonplace 
that no policies are necessary. Less than one-quarter of the 
responding libraries (14 institutions) have a written policy 
statement on printing, although a smaller percentage of 
respondents is in the process of developing such a state-
ment. An examination of the policies provided by survey 
respondents reveals that they focus on the how and where 
of printing and provide brief statements on fees or quotas, 
if instituted. Instructions for users were also provided as 
part of the printing policy information. From examina-
tion of institutional websites it can be seen that printing 
is often managed in conjunction with photocopy services, 
and, for several institutions, the policies and practices of 
printing and photocopying appear on the same web page.
 The survey addressed all of the libraries within an 
institution. Sixty percent of the respondents indicated that 
their printing policies are not consistent across the various 
libraries, however, which offers one explanation for the 
lack of written policies. In several cases, the policies dif-
fered because of differing administration of the main, law, 
medical, and branch libraries.
 The lack of library policies is not seen as a problem, 
according to 21 respondents (40%), since those institu-
tions follow campus printing policies, which are readily 
available from such departments as academic or campus 
computing services, information technology services, 
or photocopy services. The 32 respondents (60%) who 
reported that library and academic printing policies differ 
indicated that those policy differences are usually related 
to fees, with student fees supporting free printing from 
computer labs in some cases and libraries providing free 
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printing and computer labs charging in other cases. As 
one respondent indicated, the major reason for differ-
ing policies is: “We are under different administrations.” 
However, libraries have been working with campus 
partners to try to develop more consistent policies for 
students and faculty.

Printing Volume
 Slightly over two-thirds of the responding libraries (39 
or 70%) indicated that they had a printing volume of less 
than one million pages. Further analysis determined that 
neither the size of the population served nor the size of 
the collection had an effect on the amount of printing for 
this set of respondents. However, of those 39 libraries, 
32 (82%) charged for printing in some way. Of the nine 
libraries that had two to four million pages printed in the 
last fiscal year, three charged, three did not charge, and 
three were planning to charge. Of the three respondents 
with the highest printing volume, two did not charge and 
one was planning to charge.
 The quantity of printing has increased during the last 
five years for 43 (73%) of the respondents. For 13 (22%), 
it decreased, and only 3 (5%) indicated that the quantity 
stayed the same. Of those for whom printing increased, 
more equipment and available resources were reported 
as the major factors for the increase. On the other hand, 
eight of the thirteen (62%) respondents that experienced 
a decrease in printing have instituted charging, and nine 
of that group (69%) identified their encouragement of the 
use of downloads or emails as another factor contributing 
to the change in quantity. One respondent reported that 
using pink paper resulted in less printing.

Technical Capabilities and Staff Support
 Networked printing with laser printers from computer 
workstations is the dominant printer configuration for 
respondents to this survey. Libraries that still have either 
local or networked dot-matrix printers are planning to 
move to networked laser printers as quickly as possible. 
The number of public printing workstations has increased 
for 42 respondents (69%), decreased for 12 (20%) and 
stayed the same for 7 (11%). Comments from respondents 
indicate that the decrease in printing stations is generally 
attributed to the change from local dot-matrix to net-
worked laser printers. A further analysis of the comments 
shows that computer workstations or terminals increased 

as printers decreased for most libraries. Only those insti-
tutions in which new or remodeled facilities were being 
equipped reported an increase in printers.
 The 1992 SPEC Kit gathered data to make statistical 
comparisons on the ratio of students to terminals, printers 
to OPAC terminals, students per CD-ROM workstation, 
etc. This survey did not attempt to make such compari-
sons, since local configurations and remote access through 
campus networks and the Internet would likely make 
such comparisons arbitrary. Also, in analyzing the data, 
no correlations could be found between printers and 
population served, size of collection, or printing volume. 
In terms of total equipment, the responses ranged from 
1 to 120 dot-matrix, 1 to 115 laser, and 1 to 33 ink jet local 
printers. For networked printers, the ranges were: 1 to 
76 dot-matrix, 1 to 264 laser, and 1 to 2 ink jet printers. 
Twenty-eight respondents averaged 21.4 dot-matrix print-
ers; seventeen respondents reported an average of 21.2 
laser printers. For networked printers, 53 institutional re-
sponses resulted in an average of 31.5 laser printers—the 
most popular type of printer.
 By far, the most popular brand of printer is the Hewlett 
Packard Laser printer in various models. Other popular 
brands include (in order) Epson, Lexmark, Panasonic, 
Okidata, and Canon. Several other brands and models 
were reported by one respondent each.
 Primary responsibility for maintenance of the print-
ers, such as replacing paper and cartridges, often falls 
to the staff at the closest service desk. In many cases, 
maintenance is outsourced, but staff can be called upon to 
help with troubleshooting. Other respondents indicated 
that they have procedures in place that begin with staff 
troubleshooting and continue with calls to the service pro-
vider. Other staff with primary responsibility for handing 
maintenance include information services staff, reference 
desk staff, and photocopy services staff. 
 Network printing is administered by the library for 
34 (56%) of the respondents. Eighteen respondents (30%) 
manage network printing using UnipriNT. Twenty-three 
respondents provide color printing (at an additional cost), 
and 20 provide postscript drivers as special printing op-
tions. Nearly all (58 respondents or 97%) indicated that 
they provide the nonprinting option of downloading files 
to user-supplied diskettes, and 88% (53 respondents) pro-
vide the option for users to email files. Virus protection 
software is provided by 90% (53 respondents).
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Costs and Cost Recovery
 Just over 60% of the libraries (35–37 respondents for 
each category of user) do charge some fees for printing. 
Fifteen institutions indicated that they provide no free 
public printing services. An additional 7% of the librar-
ies are planning on charging. For many research libraries, 
there is a “mixed model” for charging (a term provided by 
one respondent) in which dot-matrix printing is free and 
laser printing is charged at $.10 per page usually. Payment 
is handled through ID, debit, vend-a-card, or cash cards 
and is generally made when items are picked up at the 
print station. Some free printing services are provided at 
certain locations such as instruction laboratories or special 
terminals for printing citations from the online catalog.
 No limit is placed on the amount of printing by 52 
respondents (85%), but some respondents indicated that 
excessive printing probably would result in a staff mem-
ber suggesting alternatives, if the situation was brought to 
their attention.
 Thirty-five respondents (63%) indicated that all of their 
printing costs are covered, most of them by the library 
budget. The costs for consumable products (paper, printer 
cartridges, etc.) are most often covered by per print fees 
(43%) or the library budget (34%). Software and hardware 
maintenance, along with staff support and any new proj-
ects or equipment, are also more likely to be covered by 
the library budget (60%) or per print fees (25%).

Evaluation
 Only eight of the respondents (13%) have conducted 
a formal evaluation of their printing services, but an ad-
ditional 16 (27%) have plans for such an evaluation. For 
some institutions, the evaluation will be conducted in 
conjunction with the other campus printing (usually com-
puter) services. These evaluations often incorporate issues 
concerning technical configurations, contract services, and 
fees. Information on the cost effectiveness of the service 
can be gathered from sources such as records of supply 
costs or logs that document printer availability and repair 
records. Few evaluation documents were provided by re-
spondents, but the ones included in this SPEC Kit provide 
guidance for those who wish to undertake an evaluation. 
Readers are reminded that user surveys are a good source 
for gathering information about library printing services.

Issues and Trends
 Printing services are continuously changing with the 
rest of library technology, and, as this SPEC Kit shows, the 
associated costs are managed quite differently at the end 
of 1999 than they were during the first part of the decade. 
The move to contract out more services and charge fees 
for networked laser printing is a current, dominant trend. 
The expense of printing technologies combined with 
limited library budgets have pressured libraries to make 
these changes, even though some hardware costs have 
declined. 
 More changes are foreseeable. It is likely that indi-
vidual research libraries will soon measure the cost 
effectiveness of delivering printing services at all, as their 
campus or institutional technology environments change. 
For some institutions, there will be a strong need to 
provide consistent policies to their user populations, and 
it is probable that, as printing services are increasingly 
contracted out, more formal evaluations of those services 
provided will be conducted.
 In contrast to the general increase in printing volume, 
some printing services may see a decline in volume as 
more users work remotely, even though more resources 
are made available electronically. This may help those 
libraries that are reluctant to charge users for printing and 
hope that tools (laptops, personal digital assistants, etc.) 
will make it easier for users to manage the results of their 
electronic research, so that printing on a large scale will 
not be needed and the costs can be more easily absorbed. 
Only time and technology can tell what will happen, 
when another investigation is made into this topic at a 
later date.


